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   For the boy who gave me hope.
 
   Who grew into the man who saved my life.
 
   You’ll never know it, but thank you.
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   They sat across from each other. He was beautiful. He was amazing. His tight black shirt accentuated every contour of his body. Every muscle was tight and defined. His mahogany coloured cargo pants and brown shoes only emphasised his immaculate taste. He had almost overwhelming deep brown eyes outlined by long, thick, black lashes. His messy blond hair fell across his face. He was the perfect combination of sensuality and masculinity.
 
   “More wine?” he asked politely in his deep husky voice, which had held her captive the entire evening.
 
   She nodded with a smile and raised her glass. His huge hands lifted the bottle of Chardonnay and filled her glass carefully before refilling his own. At that exact moment she looked at him and saw clearly how much of the perfect gentleman he really was. She saw what a truly beautiful person he was, both inside and out.
 
   Between them the table lay perfectly set. The red and white linen tablecloth was lined with a row of roses and candles along the window. The sterling silver cutlery had been polished to an almost unbelievable shine. The booth they were sitting in looked out over the river. The huge old willow trees lined the banks, their leaves bending down touching the water. Coloured lights reflected off the water as the moon glistened overhead.
 
   She wore her heavy black overcoat, even at the table after quietly declaring she was cold. All you could see of her outfit was her thick black leggings that ran up her legs under her coat and her four inch high heel black shoes. Her hair was allowed to flow freely, framing her face. It was a mass of long brown spirals that ran halfway down her back. Her deep ocean blue eyes were fixed on his. He had her completely mesmerised. She had been completely bewitched by him.
 
   They had arrived and with the help of a very chatty and witty young hostess, had by-passed the line and been whisked away into a very private and romantic booth in the top corner of the crowded restaurant.
 
   Now they sat chatting about anything and everything. They seemed so content just to be in each other’s company. Only the waitress taking their order interrupted them. It was not a Michelin star restaurant by any means, but it was comfortable and understated. And for them, it was perfect. After placing their order and after he had signed an autograph for the starry-eyed waitress she disappeared back into the kitchen.
 
   “Is that your phone?” he asked as the ringing disturbed their conversation.
 
   Shrugging apologetically, Anna pulled it from her hand bag and clicked mute. “Sorry,” she mumbled. 
 
   “Don’t be. You can answer it if you want.” He smiled genuinely.
 
   “You sure?”
 
   He flashed his panty-dropping smile and nodded softly.
 
   Sighing reluctantly, she picked up her phone. “Hello?” she answered politely, flashing him a sympathetic smile.
 
   “Hey Anna! It’s Bronwyn.”
 
   “Oh.” Instantly Anna became intrigued as to why after all this time she was ringing. She tried to remain friendly, but it wasn’t easy. “Hey, what’s up?”
 
   “Well, I heard you’re back in town and we’re all at the club having a drink. Why don’t you join us?” Bronwyn recited stiffly. It sounded as though she was reading directly from a prepared statement.
 
   Instantly Anna became wary. These were the people who had treated her like she was nothing the last time they had seen her. They always treated her as though she was expendable. They made Anna feel like she was worthless and could easily be replaced or made redundant. It was a feeling and a memory Anna had put behind her long ago. Until now. Now they were inviting her back into their lives. But for how long? How long would it be before they discarded her like yesterday’s newspaper? But Anna knew now things had changed. She had changed. Once they saw her they would never do or say anything to jeopardise her friendship again. She had something too important in her life now. Something they could benefit from. And he was sitting right across from her.
 
   “Hang on a second,” Anna covered her phone and quickly explained. All her high school friends were downstairs having a drink and they had just invited her to join them.
 
   Quickly James flashed her a seductive smile and whispered mischievously, “Tell them you’ll be there. I will be a surprise!” 
 
   Anna turned her attention back to the phone. “Sure, yeah. We’ll be there in about half an hour. I have got to run though, so I’ll see you soon.” Anna smiled sadly at James, who had become intrigued by the people who knew his fiancée as a teenager.
 
   “Okay. See you soon,” Bronwyn hung up. 
 
   Anna had lost her appetite and began to push her food around on her plate. Suddenly eating was the last thing on her mind. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” James’s voice was full of genuine concern. Anna knew when James sounded concerned, he really was.
 
   “What was I thinking? I can’t let them see me looking like this! And then I show up with you! When I was in high school with these people, I was just the fat girl who spent all of her time trying to fit in, but I couldn’t,” Anna spluttered as agitation consumed her. Her mood changed dramatically. Before the phone call she had been carefree and content just to be in James’s company but now she was looking back on the past and remembering who and what she had once been. It was like the light in her eyes had been extinguished with a single phone call.
 
   “They’re going to be absolutely amazed by you, Anna. You’re intelligent and beautiful and you have so much more confidence in yourself now than you did when I first met you. Don’t worry about them. They aren’t in your life now, I am. What they say and think doesn’t matter. Only what I say and think does. And I say screw them. You’re not in high school any more. You’re all grown up and you’re happy and it shows. Anna, you have a warmth and radiance that projects off you onto everyone around you. They’ll see that. And you know what? Even if they don’t, it’s their loss. And just think, if they say something mean, I promise I’ll sort them out for you.” James laughed, lacing his fingers through Anna’s.
 
   He really was remarkable. The warmth from his fingers and his beautiful words made her feel better and somehow even put the smile back on her face. They finished their meal, collected their things, and headed downstairs. She was nervous not only by what they would think about her, but what was even more terrifying was the thought of what they would say about James. None of them knew. Actually no one in the country knew with the exception of their parents that they’d even been dating. And now they were engaged. In a normal relationship it wouldn’t matter. They would be shouting their joy from the rooftops, but James and Anna’s relationship was anything but normal.
 
   Anna stepped carefully down the stairs and saw them. There they were. All of them. Sitting around the table covered in empty glasses, chatting quietly. James was right behind her, with his strong hand resting gently on her hip. Anna felt a cold shiver run straight down her spine. 
 
   “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” Anna suggested nervously, as she tried to turn and head back up the stairs.
 
   “It is. Now, I’ll go and get us a drink and you can go say hello. Then I will be there, right next to you. I promise. You can do this.” With a quick kiss on the top of her head he left her side.
 
   “But…but—” It was too late. James had already disappeared into the crowded room.
 
   Slowly she made her way across to where they were all sitting. Everyone was there; Bronwyn, Daniel, Grant, Matt, Johnny, Holly, Rick, Stephanie. Grant saw her coming. He stood up and grabbed another chair before embracing her in a tight hug hello. Then after hugs and kisses from everyone, Anna pulled over another chair and sat down nervously.
 
   “Do you want a drink, Anna? My shout,” Grant bubbled enthusiastically.
 
   “No thanks, I’m okay. Actually, James is just getting me one.” Anna balanced nervously on the edge of her seat. Forcing her hands under her thighs, she was fighting her every impulse to cut and run.
 
   “Who’s James?” Bronwyn pounced quickly, never one to miss the opportunity to uncover gossip. Throughout high school, Bronwyn had been the gossip queen. She had to know everyone’s business, maybe to ensure she remained popular. She knew everything about everyone, and she had the ability to either make or break them.
 
   “When he comes over please don’t say anything stupid or act funny around him. Please. I’m begging you. He’s just a normal guy like you and me,” Anna pleaded, wide eyed.
 
   At the mention of the ‘normal guy,’ Anna couldn’t help but notice the wide, suspicious eyes staring back at her. It was obvious her comments had had the exact opposite effect than the one she’d been after. Instead of acting natural and normal, now Anna was worried what would fall out of their mouths. And what confused her more was why. After all, they’d all known each other for years, but now, all of a sudden, Anna didn’t trust them. Not as far as she could throw them.
 
   But in the same moment the thought crossed her mind, James edged his way around the bar towards them. Daniel was first to see and recognise him. Anna watched on, horrified, as his mouth fell open, his eyes firmly fixed on James’s approaching figure. And slowly but surely, one by one, everyone else’s gaze followed.
 
   Anna hated her home town in that moment. And she knew James would have as well. This was why they never went anywhere or did anything. The whole bar was watching him. Every move he made was scrutinized, and as he passed by tables, Anna was disgusted to notice conversations fell short. People stopped pushing buttons on the poker machines, and even the bar attendants froze mid-pour as the entire club fell silent. But to James’s credit and Anna’s delight, he continued to walk purposefully across the room, his head held high, and took his seat next to Anna, offering her a glass of mineral water and a reassuring smile as she made introductions.
 
   Anna had never felt so many pairs of eyes on them at once. She felt them boring into her soul. So she did something she never would have done if she had been thinking straight. It was Anna’s greatest weakness; she was rash and impulsive. And when provoked, she tended to react first and think later. So she kissed James. In the middle of the crowded room, with hundreds of eyes fixated on them, she kissed him. It worked, luckily. Shocked people returned to what they were doing, leaving Anna’s cheeks burning. She could hear their names being whispered amongst patrons, but at least the staring and deafening silence was over. She heard rumours beginning to take shape, about how she—a nobody—had just kissed the superstar swimmer.
 
   The silence had enveloped the group, and surely everyone had noticed. But it seemed to take forever for someone to break it. Anna had never been so grateful to Grant for starting a random conversation. The topic didn’t matter. Anything to take some of the focus off Anna was all right by her. Being the centre of attention was something Anna wasn’t used to. Sure, James had to deal with it every day, but Anna had never adjusted. Soon, she wouldn’t have a choice.
 
   Surrounded by old friends, Anna was surprised to see people she once knew silenced. Usually they spoke their minds and were brutally honest, but today they were far too quiet for Anna’s liking. She knew them, and they her. And in that moment, while they continued to make idle chit chat with the swimmer the world recognised, Anna knew they had a million questions they were dying to ask. And she was already dreading the moment she’d have to face them. She was never comfortable with answering personal questions and highly doubted she ever would be.
 
   Desperate for a break, Anna began scouring the room for a release. Someone, anyone she could talk to just to have a break from the intense scrutiny. A few tables over, a group of people seemed to be staring at her. It took Anna few moments before she could place them. It was a group of teachers from her high school sitting there having a drink and watching the drama unfold; a show Anna was now starring in. 
 
   James tapped her on the shoulder to get her attention and bring her back out of her own head. “Where’s the bathroom?” he asked.
 
   Anna knew as soon as he was far enough away she would be bombarded with questions. Reluctantly Anna pointed him in the right direction.
 
   “Be right back,” James said, kissing the top of her head as he rose and moved away.
 
   Three, two, one, showtime, Anna thought reluctantly. Three of her old teachers were headed in her direction. Please hurry back, James, Anna prayed silently.
 
   But before the questions had a chance to begin the room fell silent once again as a news update came over the television. Somewhere in the bar, someone held the remote and decided now seemed like a good time to turn the volume up. It was then that Anna heard a very familiar voice–James. They were showing his press conference from earlier this afternoon. Of course they had to show it the moment James stepped away from her side.
 
   “Coming up tonight in the late news,” the old decrepit broadcaster began. “Olympic swimming champion and world record holder James Thompson has today announced his engagement. Although he was reluctant to give away his bride-to-be’s name, he assures us wedding preparations are well underway.” Even though the newsbreak hadn’t yet finished, all eyes turned in a choreographed move from the television screen to Anna.
 
   “It’s you,” Grant stated in no more than a whisper yet the whole bar seemed to have heard it. Anna’s heart felt like it was about to jump out of her chest and break through her rib cage. Where the hell was James right now? All Anna could do was to put her head on the table and hope the floor would open up and swallow her.
 
   Then James appeared. The whole bar started applauding and whistling wildly. The look on James’s face was priceless. But when his eyes landed on Anna, his faced paled instantly. Striding deliberately towards the table, James flopped into the chair beside Anna and tried to discover what he’d missed.
 
   “Well, the moment you left they showed today’s press conference and announced to the world you were engaged. That’s all.” Anna sighed heavily, raising her eyes to meet James’s sympathetic gaze. 
 
   In the few minutes he had left her alone, Anna’s life as she knew it had become totally unrecognisable. At the end of the room James’s gaze landed on a karaoke machine. Standing up, he strode purposefully towards it. The operator, who had seen everything, watched him approach.
 
   “Mate,” James began, “mind if I say something?”
 
   He didn’t say a word; instead he just handed James a microphone, twisted a few knobs and watched as his control panel lit up.
 
   “Hi everybody!” James announced sounding remarkably cheery.
 
   Anna’s stomach clenched and her eyes never left James. She couldn’t have pulled her eyes away even if she wanted to. Grant, who was still sitting next to her, slipped his arm around her.
 
   “Well, um…Hi. My name’s James Thompson and I would like to take this opportunity to introduce you to someone who has become the most important thing in my life. My fiancée, Anna.” Anna was stunned. She tried to swallow, but her throat felt like sandpaper. They’d agreed Anna would never be publicly named in attempts to try and save what little privacy remained. Yet here he was standing in a crowded bar in her hometown calmly declaring their engagement. “Anna, can you come up here please?” he asked, his eyes never wavering from hers. With some encouragement and prodding from Grant, Anna stood. On shaky legs, Anna shuffled over to where he was standing, not trusting her feet to move any faster. James extended his hand to help her as she stepped carefully up onto the stage. Now she stood, deathly pale beside him, James wrapped his long, warm arm around her waist and Anna was sure it was the only thing keeping her standing upright. A painful silence hung heavily in the air. If someone didn’t break it soon Anna was sure it would kill him or her. Or there was the distinct possibility she’d throw up.
 
   Daniel, who had watched all the commotion in silence, slowly stood up. He was the only sign of movement in the room. He rose his glass high above his head and said, “Congrats Anna and James. Cheers.” Daniel offered Anna a conspiratorial wink before taking a long swig of his beer. Slowly everyone followed, all standing, clapping, and calling out their congratulations.
 
   James smiled. Anna was still frozen at his side but when James bent down and kissed her lightly on the lips, the tension from Anna’s body evaporated and Anna seemed to come back to life. “Dance with me?” James asked before he led her onto the dance floor.
 
   In that moment it was like no one else in the room even existed. They were floating on a cloud, wrapped in their own private bubble. The music played and they danced. Before they knew it the dance floor was full of people moving to the music, acting as if they had no cares in the world. They could have been in heaven. How could it ever get better than this? It was what she’d always pictured.
 
   “Told you,” James said, stroking Anna’s hair. Her head was buried on his shoulder. In those strong, protective arms Anna knew she was safe. While she was wrapped in those arms no one could touch her.
 
   “Mind if I cut in?” The alarm was evident as Anna’s head shot up and looked around to see who dared to interrupt them. It was only Grant.
 
   “Sure, mate. Just watch your hands,” James teased, letting go and moving away from her.
 
   Grant’s arms slid around Anna’s waist with a strange familiarity. It was odd and Anna knew the moment his hands touched her skin she’d regret this. “You really did it, didn’t you?” Grant muttered quietly so only Anna could hear his accusation.
 
   “I’m sorry. What did you say?” And with that, Anna’s dream was shattered. No longer wrapped in the protective cocoon of James’s strong embrace, Anna felt as though she was about to face the firing squad.
 
   “I said, you did it.”
 
   “I did what?” Anna snarled. Agitated, her eyes were now scouring the room desperate for James to swoop in and rescue her.
 
   “Don’t get defensive, Anna. I just mean you really did it. This is the happiest I’ve ever seen you. And honestly, if James is responsible. Well…all I can say is congratulations. You really do deserve to be happy.” Grant smiled sweetly.
 
   “Thanks, Grant.” Anna dropped the cynicism and snuggled against him. The Grant in her arms was not the one she remembered. Maybe Grant had changed as much as she had. Maybe growing up agreed with him. Anna felt relieved as she realised maybe someone would actually understand. 
 
   “Sleeping with him?” he asked callously. It was like a slap in the face. Barely moments ago Anna was giving him credit for being an actual human being, but with that comment Anna knew he was still the same manipulative, sex-obsessed asshole he’d always been. Pushing him away, she stormed off towards James. Back towards home.
 
   Still seated at the table were Bronwyn, Stephanie, and Holly. Anna could only assume they were still gossiping about what had just happened. Anna felt the anger and disappointment building inside of her. Why couldn’t they just be happy for her? Through high school they’d been the popular ones, the ones with the latest outfits, the perfect hair, and the perfect boyfriends. Anna just felt as though now it was her turn. She had always been happy for them even if privately she was also more than a little envious, so she couldn’t quite comprehend why they couldn’t return the gesture. Surely it was her chance to have it all. She had the perfect fiancé and for the first time since she could remember Anna felt truly happy. And if she ever found the courage to take off her overcoat they would see she now had the perfect wardrobe as well. She was finally exactly who she wanted to be. And sadly, the people who she wanted to accept her and be happy for her were just sitting there bitching about her. Anna was filled with disappointment.
 
   Moments later, Grant walked calmly back to the table as though nothing had happened. Then, almost as if he was rubbing salt in the wound, he suggested they move the party on and get James and Anna out of the spotlight. They’d been gawked at enough for one night and perhaps it was time they should head to the nightclub up the road. Without hesitation they agreed. But the girls couldn’t let it go. Or they wouldn’t. It was obvious they were still suspicious. Anna wasn’t sure how she was going to convince them this was a legitimate engagement or even if she could be bothered trying to convince them. How did she make someone believe her? Make them believe she wasn’t just after his money? Or that he wasn’t using her as a fake fiancée to protect himself from overzealous fans?
 
   Anna and James quickly agreed getting out have there was indeed a great idea. “Well…the car is out the front so we’ll meet you there,” James explained. Anna knew him well enough to see past the mask. He didn’t care about the car. She knew he wanted a moment or two, just the two of them without eyes analysing their every move. Five minutes wouldn’t be enough but at least that would give James a chance to check on her and make sure she was still holding herself together. The smile plastered across Anna’s face didn’t fool James. He knew her too well. He knew the smile wasn’t real—it didn’t reach her eyes.
 
   Anna was determined to make one last ditch attempt to reunite with old friends, no matter the cost. “Why don’t you drive the guys up and I’ll walk with the girls? We’ll meet you out the front. I’m sure they would love to take a spin in your new toy anyway.”
 
   “You sure?” James asked nervously.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Anna convinced herself before giving him a sly wink.
 
   Splitting up, they headed for the exit. No one spoke until they burst out onto the street. Just as Bronwyn opened her mouth and was about to start interrogating Anna, Marcy appeared. By the looks of her she’d just knocked off work for the night and was looking to party.
 
   “Anna! I didn’t know you were back. How are you? What’s new?” Marcy exclaimed, throwing her arms around Anna’s shoulders with a touch too much enthusiasm.
 
   “Yeah, Anna, what’s new?” Stephanie asked sarcastically. They were all blatantly staring at her, barely containing their giggles. What was she supposed to do? Lie?
 
   “What did I miss?” Marcy asked, looking mystified.
 
   As the girls pushed off they started clacking down the street, their impossibly high heels clicking on the pavement. 
 
   “Guys! Come on! Tell me! What’s going on?” Marcy pouted as she spotted the furtive glances and nervous laughs surrounding her.
 
   “It seems…” Holly began to tell the tale. “Well…it seems Anna here went and got herself engaged.” Anna forced a smile.
 
   “Congratulations! Oh my god…Anna, that’s great. Isn’t it?” Marcy asked, looking slightly lost. “Why aren’t we all jumping up and down and celebrating? Aren’t we happy about this?”
 
   “Yeah, I am. It’s great.” Anna finally felt relieved. Someone was reacting the way friends were supposed to, the way she’d hoped they all would.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   They circled the car like a lion circled its prey. They were beyond impressed and over-awed. It was obvious they were envious of James’s pride and joy. His V8 ice silver Audi Spyder put a smile on everyone’s face and a jealous sparkle in their eyes. Everyone was practically drooling. It was a dream car but James was the lucky one with the keys in his pocket.
 
   “Dude! This is a hot car!” Matt exclaimed.
 
   “How fast?” Rick questioned.
 
   With a beep James unlocked the car, and without waiting for an invitation, Grant slipped silently into the driver’s seat. The black leather interior gleamed under the street lights and James couldn’t restrain the wide grin that consumed his face as he watched the guys surround him and salivate over his toy.
 
   “It goes okay. Zero to one hundred in four point two seconds.” James smirked nonchalantly.
 
   “Fuck yeah!” Grant bellowed, climbing out of the car. But not everyone was as impressed by James’s choice of transportation. It seemed Johnny too had questions, but they had nothing to do with the Audi.
 
   “So, what’s the go? Why propose to Anna?” Johnny asked, leaning casually against the car. It would have seemed like a typical male question between friends but these guys weren’t friends. These were people James had just met and right now he wasn’t sure he liked any of them.
 
   “Why does anyone get married? I love Anna. That’s all. She’s the one I want to spend my life with.” James was being extremely diplomatic, which he had plenty of practice at. Over the years James had gotten used to the fact he had to watch what he said. He had been told a million times it was just one of the drawbacks of ‘being known.’
 
   “But Anna? Seriously? I’ve seen pictures of you hanging out with actresses and models, yet you’re marrying Anna?” Johnny asked, genuinely bewildered. “Let’s face it, she isn’t exactly hot and she is…well, you know…a bit on the chunky side. Maybe it’s me, man, but…you have really nice taste in cars but you need help.” Johnny didn’t even attempt to hide his distaste.
 
   James bit his lip and swallowed his argument. James smiled as he thought wait until you see what is under that coat. Sliding into the driver’s seat and revving the engine seemed to bring the discussion about Anna to a halt. Rick jumped in and flipped the others off as James and Rick tore through the car park, leaving the others to make the trek on foot.
 
   Moments later they pulled into the parking lot. James killed the ignition before he and Rick headed towards the door. The girls had managed to beat them and were waiting out the front for them. Anna stood surrounded by women as if she were the last cake at a bakery. She was fielding questions from Marcy, who appeared as though she actually approved. Without thought or hesitation, James sauntered over to where they were and took his position beside her.
 
   “Marcy, I’d like you to meet my fiancé, James.” Anna grinned as she reached out and wrapped her arm around his waist, pulling him close.
 
   “Oh my god!” Marcy had lost control of her mouth and was just blurting out strange noises. Eventually she managed to splutter out, “Hi…congratulations.”
 
   The bouncer quickly checked their identification and after James signed an autograph for his son, they made their way upstairs. James insisted it was time for Anna to take off the jacket. It took him a moment, but James managed to summon up three pretty acceptable reasons. “Anna, it will be so hot on the dance floor you’ll certainly overheat. As hot and stuffy as it is in here, I don’t want you getting sick. Besides, you look fucking hot. It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. I promise, I’m the only one who will be watching you.” He smiled at her. The third reason James knew he would never speak aloud. It was purely selfish. He wanted everyone to shut up once and for all and stop judging the woman who would be his wife. He knew this was the perfect revenge.
 
   “If I have to. But I just want you to know, I’m only doing this for you,” Anna gave up reluctantly, shrugging out of her coat.
 
   The others were already on the dance floor showing off their very funky dance moves. James went to get a drink but sent Anna ahead of him. Edging around the corner of the bar, she spotted them. They were in the middle of the crowded dance floor. Nervously she made her way over.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   The whole place had the overpowering stench of thick cigarette smoke. Anna thought she would die of lung cancer if she inhaled. The floor was sticky from all the spilt drinks. Tiny shards of glass stuck out of the carpet and embedded themselves into shoes. The club was crowded and everyone seemed to be talking so loud that Anna couldn’t even hear herself think. A group of sad, old men were sitting off to one side gathered around a pool table that had seen better days. As she passed them she could feel their beady eyes on her. “That one is a definite nine out of ten,” Anna heard one of the drunks mumble.
 
   She tapped Daniel on the shoulder so he would step back and make some room for her to fit into the group. He spun around and saw Anna for the first time. His eyes instantly doubled in size as he appreciated the view. Struggling to form actual words, he managed to mumble, “Wow!’ The others looked up and did a double take. The shy, little chunky girl had vanished and left in her place a stunning, confident, and happy Anna.
 
   She wore a short, black, pleated skirt; her black leggings only emphasised the length of her shapely legs. Her top was a strapless, blue sequin top that didn’t quite reach the top of her skirt, leaving her taut midriff exposed. Her long hair was a mass of loose brown spirals, flowing halfway down her back. Anna’s fresh innocent face was set off by a sexy smile that acted as the centrepiece. And for the first time since the unexpected reunion with her friends her smile reached her eyes. Anna’s bubbling confidence was overflowing. She looked like sex on legs and she knew it. But she didn’t act as if she was better than anyone else. Those people who had criticised and ostracised her through her school years were now in total awe of her miraculous transformation. Anna had truly been converted from an ugly step-sister to a beautiful princess. And with James as her knight in shining armour standing proudly beside her, the picture was complete. 
 
   “Anna…you look so…fucking hot,” Matt spluttered, still struggling to form a coherent sentence. At that moment two long, warm, and muscled arms slid around her waist. James was there.
 
   “Hey! Don’t even think about it. She’s mine.” James laughed, spinning her around to face him.
 
   Anna quickly forgot about everyone else and became transfixed on James. But Anna could tell instantly something wasn’t quite right. His eyes darted around above her, scouring the crowd. Although she wasn’t sure what he was worried about, Anna prayed she hadn’t done something wrong. Her worst fears played out in her mind and she was terrified she had somehow embarrassed him.
 
   “James? What’s wrong?” Anna queried nervously, looking up into his face.
 
   His jaw was clenched and Anna’s stomach lurched. Sighing heavily, James leaned down and whispered into her ear, “You know, everyone in this room is looking at you, thinking how absolutely incredible you look.”
 
   Relief consumed her. Anna let out the breath she wasn’t even aware she had been holding. “See sweetie, that’s where you’re wrong. Everyone is looking at me thinking who’s that bitch dancing with that amazing guy who looks good enough to eat?” Anna replied, pulling him even closer, if that was actually possible.
 
   “Well, the answers to their questions are simple. The woman I am dancing with is my fiancée. And the reason I’m dancing with her is because I love her very much,” James said, kissing her lightly on the top of her head. “Do you know what…? I don’t think we should get married,” James suggested.
 
   “What?” Anna’s coughed, her obvious alarm only made him chuckle harder.
 
   “Well…I’ve been thinking about it and I think I like the word fiancée way too much to give it up. But then again, I think the word ‘wife’ would grow on me.” As his words sunk in, a wave of relief washed over Anna’s face, relaxing her so she snuggled in even closer.
 
   The song finished and Anna decided she needed some fresh air and a time out. Hand in hand they walked out of the doors onto the almost vacant patio. Maybe it was the cold air that kept everyone inside or maybe it was the bar serving the cut-price drinks that kept the patio lonely; whatever it was, it didn’t matter. Anna and James were finally alone. Without hesitation, he wrapped his arms protectively around her waist. The only question was what he was trying to protect her from—the freezing cold or something far more sinister. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter; as long as they were together nothing or no one could ever hurt them.
 
   “How are you holding up?” James asked sincerely. 
 
   Anna looked up into this eyes and saw something there she didn’t recognise. Something she hadn’t seen before. There was a fear there that scared Anna.
 
   “I’m okay. How ’bout you?” she asked, unable to hide the tremble in her voice.
 
   Squeezing tighter, James looked down into Anna’s eyes, “I’m fine. Promise, Anna. But you, you look so…so different, Anna.”
 
   Suddenly nervous, Anna couldn’t help but blurt out the words as they registered, “Is that a bad thing?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” James replied firmly and without hesitation. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready to go?”
 
   “Promise.” Anna confirmed, then let out a sigh of exhaustion. Her eyes widened when the doors opened and Grant stepped out, invading their private moment. James too, felt the mood change. Anna’s whole body tensed and she pressed into him.
 
   “Just tell me when you want to go and we’ll go. I can’t stay much longer anyway. I have training early tomorrow, but if you want to stay…just ring me and I’ll come and get you. Whenever you’re ready.” James was sincere. Anna knew that if she wanted to stay out he would come when she called. No questions asked. But right now, Anna couldn’t stomach the thought of being separated from him. Not even for a couple of hours.
 
   “If you want to stay, Anna…” Grant interrupted, “I can drop you home. No trouble at all.” Grant seems strange, Anna thought. She couldn’t understand after all they’d been through why he would still go out of his way to help her.
 
   “Thanks, mate,” James responded, emotionlessly shaking Grant’s hand. Anna sensed James’s hesitation. There was a wariness there she’d never seen before but it was unmistakable. “There you go, Princess, lots of options. It’s up to you. What do you want to do?”
 
   “I’ll come home with you,” she stated matter-of-factly, looking up at James. Anna couldn’t bring herself to look at Grant but murmured her thanks.
 
   Grant just shrugged his shoulders and headed back inside. James watched Anna as Grant left; she physically relaxed as soon as he moved away from her. He felt her exhale the breath she’d nervously been holding. Whatever it was she didn’t want to tell him, it definitely had some connection to Grant.
 
   “Come on…” James grinned, untangling himself from Anna. “One more dance then I’ll take you home. We’ll just say I have training early tomorrow,” James promised, grabbing her hands and led her back onto the dance floor.
 
   While the old familiar songs played, James and Anna separated and began to bounce to the pulsating beat. Anna noticed most of her friends had already partnered off for the night. It was as if they played a sad game of musical beds to see who ended up with whom. It was a game that had been going on for years. Anna couldn’t help but think about how shallow it seemed. As long as the girls were skinny, blonde, and they wore a tight fitting top, they were a worthy partner. Anna remembered hearing stories of them waking up the next morning and couldn’t even remember the girl’s name. They truly were pathetic, superficial people. All of a sudden Anna’s eyes filled until they let a slow but steady stream of salty tears run over her cheeks.
 
   Quickly she grasped James’s hand. “Get me out of here, please,” she whimpered. He was thrown into a state of shock. She tapped a few people on the shoulder and waved a half-hearted goodbye, not stopping to care about those she missed, just wanting to escape.
 
   James helped her into her jacket before ushering her out the door and onto the street. Unsteady on her feet, somehow Anna managed to scramble into the front seat without saying a word. The whole trip to the hotel, not a word was spoken. Anna was frozen in her spot, sobbing steadily. James drove in silence, every few moments stealing a glance in her direction, confusion etched into his face as to what could have happened to make her that unhappy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James’s mind was going a million miles an hour while Anna’s seemed to have stopped functioning altogether. She had fallen into an almost catatonic state. She looked numb. James pulled into the parking garage and switched off the ignition.
 
   He looked over at Anna, reaching out to gently put his hand on her elbow. “Sweetheart, we’re here,” he said, no louder than a whisper, but she failed to react. Her eyes that had earlier this evening been filled with love and happiness were now empty and distant. While physically Anna may have been only a few feet from him, emotionally she might as well have been on the moon. Anna had vanished and now all that remained was an empty shell.
 
   James climbed out and walked around and opened Anna’s door. Still she remained motionless. Reaching in, he unlatched her seatbelt and scooped her up into his arms. She didn’t flinch or even acknowledge him. Gently, as though she was made of glass, he tried to back out of the car. He almost bumped his own head on the roof, but Anna still failed to show any signs of life. 
 
   He carried her up to the room but still she remained silent. Delicately, James laid her in the centre of the king size bed and stepped back. Anna just curled into the foetal position. She was broken. Somehow, his sweet Anna had been broken. As he watched her with concerned eyes, he realised she was completely unaware of her surroundings. “What can I do?” he almost begged, praying for some kind of reaction, any kind of reaction. It didn’t matter as long as she moved, made a sound, looked as though she was still in there. But he got nothing.
 
   Panic swamped James. How was he supposed to bring her out of this? How could he save her? What the hell happened? Who did this? James was trying his best to understand, but he just couldn’t. Anna had completely shut down and in doing so shut him out. Nothing he did reached her. Anna was stopping him from saving her. Unsure of what else he could try, James ran her a hot bubble bath.
 
   The hotel suite was exquisite. No expense had been spared. It was a five star luxurious hotel, with views to die for. They had a room on the top floor overlooking the glistening green lake and fountain which dotted the air with a white froth. The room itself had a separate lounge dining room, a king size bed, a double spa bath as well as the biggest television James had ever seen. Each day someone would come in and arrange fresh towels in the bathroom, put crisp clean sheets on the bed, and arrange bright, beautiful bouquets of flowers on the table. 
 
   James didn’t know what to do next. He was completely out of his element. Willing to try anything once, he switched on the spa and watched as it began to spew bubbles into the fragrant water. James himself felt putrid. He stank of cigarette smoke and he knew he was in desperate need of a shower. The stench of the smoke from the club had penetrated his clothes and was trapped in the pores of his tanned skin. He knew Anna must have been feeling the same, if she could feel anything at all. Her thick hair was filled with the smell, and smiling to himself, James remembered almost gagging as he carried her upstairs. Desperate, he again tried to talk to her but she just stayed still, trapped in herself.
 
   “Anna, did you want a bath? It will make you feel better, sweetheart.” James was trying his best not to smother her but he was beyond desperate. At last, a reaction! James never thought he would be so excited to see someone lift their head and look up at him with sad, tear-filled eyes.
 
   “Mmm,” was all Anna managed to murmur. But that didn’t disappoint him. Nothing could. He’d gotten a reaction. And for the first moment since he’d put her in the car James felt like he was making progress. Maybe his Anna wasn’t completely lost to him.
 
   James sat down carefully on the edge of the bed and removed Anna’s shoes. He was so sincerely concerned that he couldn’t pull his eyes from her. Sweat dotted his brow as he sucked in a deep breath. And when Anna sat up and reached for James’s hand his heart missed a beat and he felt like he was falling. With his hand in hers, their fingers intertwined, Anna’s face broke into a half-hearted smile. Slowly, she lifted his hands to her lips and lightly kissed each of his fingertips. One by one. James’s strong, calloused hands were warm against her soft cheek. And as James exhaled the breath he’d been holding, he realised everything would be okay. No matter what happened they could survive this. They would survive this. Together. The way it was supposed to be.
 
   Refusing to break the connection now he had her back, James couldn’t help himself. In one fluid motion he swept Anna up into his arms and carried her across the room in a few short strides. When he put her down Anna’s shaky legs barely supported her, but somehow she managed to hold her own. The bathroom smelt like vanilla, overpowering the stench of cigarettes. 
 
   It was just after midnight when Anna lay sleeping soundly in James’s arms. Lying there in the darkness, Anna snoring softly beside him, James couldn’t help but feel disappointed by the way the day had turned out. He’d hoped for a nice, quiet, romantic dinner for just the two of them but instead it had ended in silent tears and a void that James wasn’t sure he could hurdle.
 
   Rolling over, James glanced at the clock. It was already after two and he was still wide awake. The dreaded alarm would go off in only a few short hours and drag his weary body back to the pool. And as much as the thought of turning it off appealed, James knew that to be the best you had to put in the effort, which meant getting up at stupid o’clock and following the black line. Besides, when Anna was her normal self again she would kick his arse if she found out he skipped a training session. Especially if Anna had any inkling he missed it on her account.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   “Good morning! It’s five-thirty and you are listening to…” the alarm broke through the silence and both Anna and James were jolted awake. Anna was such a light sleeper it was only normal she’d woken. On any normal day Anna would have been up and off to training with James, but today was different. Or so he thought.
 
   Anna was first out of bed and dressed quickly in her usual uniform: baggy navy track pants, sweater, and trainers. Her hair was already pulled back into a tight braid before James had even managed to pry open his tired eyes.
 
   “What are you doing? Go back to bed, Anna,” James encouraged wearily, his arms flailing about.
 
   “What do you think? I’m coming to training. I do it every morning. Why would today be any different?” Anna replied honestly. She was already on the floor working on her crunches.
 
   “I just thought…” James suddenly stopped. 
 
   Anna looked at James and was overcome with guilt. He looked exhausted. He had dark black bags under his eyes. To Anna, he looked as though he’d only slept for a matter of minutes and needed another month of sleep just to catch up.
 
   Without another objection, James dragged his slow, sleep deprived, sluggish body from under the covers and pulled on his clothes.
 
   Driving to the pool they were both silent, lost in their thoughts. Anna stared blankly out the window. It was still dark and the streetlights looked more like fairy lights dotting the early morning sky. The grass was covered in a blanket of thick white frost; it reminded her of something from a children’s Christmas movie.
 
   Anna pictured herself as a little eight-year-old girl with short brown curly hair and red rosy cheeks. She was wrapped in a pink jacket with matching scarf and beanie. Anna saw herself standing in the middle of the yard, pretending the frost was snow while she tried to make snowballs to throw at her brother. To Anna it felt as though this was more like a memory than a hallucination. It was so vivid, so real. She could see it all unfolding in front of her. She felt the chill in her bones. Anna’s little brother was wearing his blue jacket and matching gloves, while their parents watched from the bay windows, sipping their coffee.
 
   “You sure you’re okay?” James’s voice snapped Anna out of her trance and back to reality.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine,” Anna said, as she looked over at him and smiled. Anna wasn’t mad he had interrupted her train of thought, but in a strange way it made her kind of sad. She wished she could see what would happen next to the beautiful little girl and her brother.
 
   She turned her head back and her focus was once again out the window. Anna sat and watched as the houses passed. Soon enough they arrived at the pool and as they did every day, Anna walked straight into the gym to begin her work out. When they first started training together they made a mutual decision they wouldn’t talk to each other while they were there. This was a place for training and exercise, not a place for socialising. 
 
   This time of morning was Anna’s favourite for working out. The gym was deserted and quiet. She could do her own thing, her own way, in her own time. It was the time of day that Anna felt most at peace. And it was when Anna allowed her imagination to consume her. Instantly her mind would take her on exotic journeys to the ends of the earth. Growing up Anna couldn’t have asked for a better childhood. She had done so much and tried so many different things, things many of her friends had never been allowed to. Experiences others fought for, and Anna was thankful for that. Yet it was Anna’s vivid imagination that provided her with her greatest escape. And now, here in the empty gym, Anna once again allowed her mind to completely consume her.
 
   Without hesitation Anna stepped straight onto the treadmill and began to run. Her mornings, just like James’s, had become an extremely predictable routine, but that fact never seemed to worry her. Anna led a very safe life, one without much variation or chance of surprise. Anna enjoyed knowing at least one thing in her life was standard and wouldn’t change. Change terrified her. But by combining her routine with her colourful imagination, Anna found she never became bored. It was the perfect combination.
 
   Anna knew as she pushed through her second kilometre James was undoubtedly lapping up and down the pool under the watchful eye of his coach. They’d been together since James was only eight years old and bellyflopping into the pool. They had been through a lot together and developed an almost indestructible friendship. Together they had faced drug allegations, swimsuit controversies, media backlash, and even sponsorship nightmares but the good far outweighed the bad. Together they had risen to the pinnacle of success. With his steady hand and guidance, James had become an Olympic gold medallist, world record holder, Australian titleholder, and won many school swimming carnival events. Each morning, while Anna was pushing herself harder and harder, James swam eight to ten kilometres. Each lap he tried to push himself harder than the lap before. Anna knew even after all this time together, James still loved the idea through all the predictability of their lives he still had it in him to leave Anna speechless when he emerged from the pool and still had energy to burn. 
 
   “Good morning,” a gravelly male voice said, making Anna almost jump out of her skin in shock.
 
   “Morning,” she said, turning to see who it was. 
 
   As her eyes settled on the raspy voice, Anna quickly concluded he was most definitely an athlete, and not a bad looking one at that. For almost a whole second she forgot she was going to soon become Mrs. James Thompson.
 
   “How did you get in here?” he inquired, raising a quizzical eyebrow.
 
   “I came with a friend. He’s in the pool. Why?” Anna heard herself say it but it was too late to take it back. Why had she called James her ‘friend’? He was her fiancé.
 
   “No need to get defensive, Princess,” he said. “Just asking. I’m Trent.” Anna’s first impression of the man standing before her was that he was extremely polite and deeply intriguing. There was something in his crooked smile made Anna’s heart skip a beat. His penetrating deep ocean blue eyes and his dirty blond hair completed the picture of the handsome and mesmerising stranger.
 
   “Anna,” she said, extending her hand to shake his. His hands were warm and soft. A heat rushed through her body and she began to think things she knew she shouldn’t be thinking. She had the feeling somehow they already knew each other. She was completely comfortable standing with him as the sense of déjà vu ran riot through her body. At almost six and a half feet Anna knew if she had met him before there was no way she could have ever forgotten him, even if she had wanted to.
 
   “When you finish, why don’t you let me buy you breakfast?” He smiled again, his warm panty dropping smile.
 
   “Excuse me?” Anna asked, bewildered.
 
   “The kiosk is just in the next building. Why don’t you let me buy you a juice or a fruit salad or something? Everyone has to eat,” he explained hopefully.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Anna began, instantly regretting not being upfront about her relationship with James. “I’m here with my fiancé. We’re headed out for breakfast when we finish up. Sorry.”
 
   “Oh, okay then,” he replied, looking defeated. But before she had a chance to apologise, he added, “Well, I’ll let you get back to your workout then. It was very nice to meet you, Anna,” before turning and heading in the opposite direction.
 
   “You too,” she mumbled to no one in particular.
 
   A few minutes later James appeared at her side. He had finished his swim earlier than usual and had come to annoy her. His dripping wet hair was plastered across his face, sticking to his forehead. He had already showered and changed and was waiting for Anna to finish so they could return to the hotel.
 
   “Hey, looking good.” He smiled, playfully smacking her bottom.
 
   “Don’t be smart, boy.” Anna laughed back at him. James flashed a cheeky little smile, which made Anna instantly nervous. “What? What are you up to?”
 
   “Well…” James grinned. He whisked her up in his arms and threw her over his shoulder like she was a rag doll. Anna was squirming and demanding he put her down at once, but James was laughing too loudly to hear her pleas. He pushed his way through the doors and out onto the pool deck.
 
   “What are you doing? James?” Anna knew instantly what he was planning. “Please don’t,” she begged, “I was always nice to you. Please…”
 
   “Anna, would I ever hurt you?” James laughed manically. He stood on the edge of the pool, still with Anna squirming on his shoulder and didn’t hesitate. He jumped in. They were both fully clothed, shoes and all, and now they were in the pool. The rest of James’s squad were standing on the edge laughing hysterically.
 
   Anna looked up and saw everyone crowded around clutching their stomachs as they laughed thunderously. They hardly believed what they had just seen. “That’s it, boy. You are going down,” Anna promised as she pushed herself up on his shoulders. When he didn’t budge, she let go and tried to swim away. Anna wasn’t the best swimmer, but it was made even harder by her clothes weighing her down. Even though she got a head start on James she knew she stood no chance. She looked up at the squad hopefully and yelled, “You know, you guys could help me.” They just laughed even harder.
 
   James caught her and pushed her head under the water, pretending to drown her. “Help me,” Anna pleaded again, looking up at the team with wide, hopeful eyes. They all stopped laughing, looked at each other, and dived in. Anna used the commotion to sneak out of the pool. Within minutes Anna was drying herself off and watching as James and the rest of the squad tried desperately to drown each other. Suddenly she was flooded with emotions. Anna was disappointed her friends couldn’t see this. This was James being a regular guy—having fun with his friends, laughing, and joking; being young and carefree. This was the James she knew. This was the James she loved.
 
   As Anna stood there, drying herself and watching all the fun a hand gripped her elbow. Shocked, Anna stepped backwards clumsily, almost slipping over in her wet runners. Trent was standing there, staring at her. His hooded eyes were so intense that Anna thought he was undressing her with them. 
 
   “Hey again.” She smiled, wringing some of the water out of her hair.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked bluntly.
 
   “Tell you what?”
 
   “That your ‘friend’ was James Thompson,” he said. His voice was flat and he sounded hurt, which surprised Anna more than anything he actually said.
 
   “Why does it matter who he is?”
 
   “You know exactly why it matters. I looked at you in the gym and I felt the sparks between us. I know you felt it too. The way you were looking at me, making me feel like I actually had a chance when I never did. I mean, how could I? Your ‘friend’ is one of the world’s best swimmers, with everything a girl could want. Except you maybe,” he snorted with distaste. 
 
   Anna wanted to reach her hand out and slap him, just to wipe that smirk right off his face. “Meaning?” she dared him.
 
   “Well, if you’re looking at me like that, what’s James Thompson missing? If you look at other men, it’s quite obvious James isn’t giving you everything you want. Or everything you need.” He wasn’t at all what Anna had concluded in the gym. He was arrogant, conceited, and obnoxious. He was trying to get under her skin and she knew it.
 
   “Excuse me, I have to leave,” Anna said, pushing past him.
 
   “And what? Go back to that inadequate thing you call your ‘friend’? Have a nice life, Anna. But just remember, I am the best sex that you are never going to get,” Trent spat before disappearing around the corner. 
 
   Anna walked over and sat on the most uncomfortable plastic chair she had ever seen. She asked herself millions of questions but the one that hurt the most—if there had been any truth in Trent’s questioning. James emerged from the pool and sauntered over, oozing sex appeal. 
 
   “James,” she whined, but he just laughed easily as pulled her to her feet and led her out to the car.
 
   Anna climbed into the front seat, her clothes soaking wet and beads of water trickling down the back of her neck. James, too, was still wet. Despite the crisp, cold Canberra air they both laughed wholeheartedly. They were so caught up in their own bubble they hadn’t even noticed the people staring at them as they walked arm in arm across the car park or the reporter who followed them.
 
   The next day James and Anna were front page news. A photo from their wet t-shirt contest took up the entire cover of the paper. This incriminating photograph combined with a press conference the other day in which James announced he was engaged was enough for Anna to become an overnight celebrity. 
 
   “This is ridiculous!” James declared, looking out the window across the lake. “I feel like a prisoner in my hotel room. I hate this,” James pouted. Anna couldn’t help but laugh. James was normally the calm and collected one in the relationship, but right now he was anything but impressed about the current situation.
 
   “Well, don’t be! You can go shopping, go out to restaurants to eat, you can do whatever you want,” Anna encouraged.
 
   “You’re right. Grab your bag! I am taking you to lunch.” The determination was evident in James’s face.
 
   “You go. I’m fine. I’ll just stay here,” Anna informed him shyly. She liked her anonymity. She wasn’t ready to become a household name.
 
   “Hell no!” he snapped, more forcefully than he intended. “The whole point of going out is to do normal things. You said it yourself, eat, shop, and don’t be a prisoner in your own home or hotel room or wherever we happen to be. Come on, do this with me.” James had a point. Those were Anna’s words. And she hated that he threw them back in her face.
 
   “Okay. Give me a second to get changed?” Anna requested, looking up at James hopefully.
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   Dashing off, Anna got changed and appeared a moment later.
 
   Anna wore a pair of tight skinny jeans and black high-heeled shoes, which added another five centimetres, to her already impressive height. Her hair was swept up in a pile on the top of her head. She wore a light blue woollen jumper. James gawked as she entered the room. She giggled as James’s mouth fell open and it took him a moment to pick it up off the floor again.
 
   “Well, you’ll do, I suppose,” James taunted. The sparkle in his eye gave away his secret. Anna knew he thought she looked a hell of a lot better than nice, but he wouldn’t admit it.
 
   “Okay then. If I’m not good enough to take to lunch with you, you can always just go by yourself.” Anna smiled seductively at him, spinning on her heel and heading back towards the bedroom.
 
   “You don’t look that bad. I guess you’ll do.” James chuckled, grabbing her arm and tugging her gently back in his direction. “Let’s go.” James wrapped his arm around Anna’s waist as they stepped into the lift.
 
   “Ready?” James asked nervously. He was used to having his life constantly invaded by the media. Although it had taken years, James had all but adapted to having no privacy but now, thanks to him, Anna had been thrust into the spotlight as well.
 
   Anna thought she had prepared herself for anything and everything the media baboons could throw at her. Deep in her heart she knew while she continued to pursue a relationship with James, one day she would have to face this. And in a way she was lucky that so far they had been able to maintain their privacy. But nothing could have prepared her for the media frenzy that was set up in battle formation. As the doors opened, the sea of camera flashes almost blinded them. Questions were being screamed at them so quickly they were indecipherable. Somehow James and Anna managed to push their way past the cameras and to the car. It seemed they wanted every minute detail of their relationship. 
 
   Anna was shaken up as one of the reporters cornered her. The fiery redheaded woman grabbed her arm and spun her around brusquely. “Are you after his money?” she asked. Her question tore straight through Anna. She had no response for that. What response was there? Anna was appalled by the forwardness of the woman. How could she? No one had ever asked her that before, despite the fact Anna knew many who had asked themselves that exact question.
 
   Once they were tucked safely in James’s car, he turned to Anna, who had gone a weird shade of grey, as she battled the nauseating feeling, “Well, that was fun. Want to go again?” James sighed, running his hand through his hair. The look on Anna’s face told him this was not a laughing matter. “We’ll be okay. Promise,” he said as he squeezed her hand. Anna felt slightly better, but she knew from this moment on she was no longer anonymous.
 
   As James drove, Anna got lost staring out the window at nothing in particular. Well, she told herself, at least that was the worst of it. Or so Anna wished. They arrived at the small café in the shopping centre and slipped past most of the people without incident. Everyone around them appeared as though they were caught in a trance, moving in slow motion.
 
   For the first time since they had gotten together they sat at a table in the middle of the busy café. In that moment they were a normal couple. James had been adamant—that as much as possible they would live a normal life. People surrounding them paused mid-sentence and watched them enter, yet just as quickly as they had ceased their conversations, they returned to their meals and it was as if it had never happened.
 
   After finishing their lunch, Anna expected to head straight back to the hotel or at least just go for a drive. But James had other plans. Unfortunately for Anna, when James set his mind to something, his stubbornness became apparent. He wanted to go shopping. Reluctantly, Anna conceded.
 
   Neither of them needed anything, and Anna couldn’t even think of anything she could possibly want, but that wasn’t the point. Obviously James was on a mission to prove a point. They wandered through music shops, shoe stores, sports stores, and eventually ended up in the biggest toy store Anna had ever seen.
 
   “Come on, let’s have some fun! Cause some mischief. Be normal, immature kids.” James had a mischievous grin plastered across his face.
 
   “Okay, listen to me, James. You’ve proved your point. We can be normal and go out for lunch. And we can shop. You don’t have to do this,” Anna pleaded, as James dragged her by the hand into yet another store.
 
   “Nope! You were right. I’ve missed out on doing so much, so from now on I’m going to do them all. And I’m going to do it better than everyone else, because I get to do them with you.” James kissed Anna’s hand. She had such an obvious soft spot for him that she gave in instantly. They raced down aisles of the toy store as staff, kids, and customers watched on. No one said anything; they just watched in silence as James and Anna behaved like the fun loving kids they wanted to be.
 
   “You know, Anna, it might actually be possible for me to have a life outside of swimming,” James considered hopefully. Since his career took off in a whirlwind he had led a sheltered existence, most of the time he wouldn’t even call it a life. He never seemed to be living, so how could it be a life? He had tried to stay out of the public eye as much as possible; but now he had something else to live for, someone else to live for. And they weren’t going to spend their lives hiding. An hour or so later James and Anna left the toy store carrying armfuls of bags stuffed with all sorts of goodies. They didn’t care they had been acting like spoilt eight year old brats, running up and down the aisles causing havoc. Their only focus was laughing and having a good time.
 
   It was still a beautiful winter afternoon when they arrived back at their hotel, still caught up in the whirlwind of freedom, when James declared he wasn’t yet ready to call it a day, much to Anna’s surprise. She was staring out the window, her arms wrapped around her waist protectively as she overlooked the lake. When James jumped out from behind her it scared the shit out of her. Fighting to regather her scattered wits, Anna was mesmerised as she watched two love struck teenagers as they attempted to paddle-boat on the water. They were joking and laughing and threatening to tip the other in the freezing water.
 
   “Doesn’t that make you want to vomit?” Anna asked sarcastically.
 
   James slid his long, muscled arms around Anna’s tiny waist. His chin was resting comfortably on Anna’s head. “I think it’s kind of romantic. I mean, look at it this way. It’s a beautiful winter afternoon, the sun is high in the sky, the birds are flying around and the two kids are in love. I thought you in particular, would be a lot sappier about all that kind of stuff. I mean, you’re the one with a romantic streak five miles long,”
 
   “I am, but…I don’t know what it is.” 
 
   Twenty-four hours had changed Anna forever. Her optimism had evaporated. James wasn’t an idiot and as much as Anna tried, she knew she wasn’t fooling him. No matter how many times Anna read it in a book or heard it in a song, until this moment she hadn’t believed it. You can never go home again.
 
   “Sweetie, what’s up? Talk to me. You know you can tell me anything.” James’s soft and sensitive side was making the appearance Anna had been dreading. She knew she wasn’t ready to explain but keeping things from him wouldn’t help…him or her. 
 
   She felt guilty for lying but knew it was the best way to deal with it at the moment. “It’s nothing. Honest,” she said, kissing him gently before wriggling out of his grasp.
 
   That night James and Anna had been invited to a barbecue with one of James’s oldest and dearest friends, Justin. It was nothing formal or outrageous, just your typical everyday barbecue in the freezing cold night air. Justin had let the cat out of the bag that it was in fact a mini engagement celebration.
 
   When they arrived the party was in full swing. The celebrations had already kicked off. The champagne was flowing; the chat loud and constant, and Anna felt instantly she was out of place. She had come to accept pretty early on in their relationship when James was in ‘business mode’ she was an accessory. But amongst friends she was always treated as his equal, and that was a feeling she liked. The toasts and the congratulations started and all of a sudden, without warning, Anna stood up and fled. She pushed straight past Justin and out the door. When James stood up to chase her, Justin shook his head slowly. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Justin
 
    
 
   Anna sat, rocking back and forth on the tyre swing. Her hair was flowing down her back, getting caught on the breeze. Her black pants and crimson turtleneck didn’t provide much of a camouflage as Justin found her easily. He just walked up behind her and started pushing her, ever so gently. “What’s up, baby girl?” He smiled. He had called her baby ever since they had first met. Neither of them knew exactly why that had caught on but it was familiar now, and in a strange sort of way it was reassuring to know no matter what happened not everyone changes.
 
   “I don’t know. I just don’t know,” Anna suddenly stopped sobbing, putting her feet firmly on the ground to stop the rocking motion. “I love James, I really do. You have to believe me.” She looked up at him with pleading eyes.
 
   “I know you do. We all do. So want to tell me what’s really going on here?” Justin could see the distress and pain etched into her face. This was not the Anna he had come to know and adore.
 
   “I know James likes me…I’m just not sure that…well, I’m not sure he loves me.” Anna was staring straight up into the inky black night sky. It was as if she was talking to the stars, waiting for their answer, waiting for her destiny to fall from the heavens and make everything okay.
 
   “Oh…Anna. James does love you. We can all see how crazy he is about you. To tell you the truth, I don’t think I have ever seen him so damn disgustingly happy. The one thing you need to remember is I was there when he won those medals and broke all those records. Even when I think about how happy those achievements made him, I still see that each day he spends with you, his happiness grows. He really does love you, Anna. Why do you question that?” Out of all the things Justin had prepared himself to hear, the possibility of James not loving her had not been a consideration.
 
   “It’s just…I don’t know. He just doesn’t seem happy somehow. And I don’t blame him…really I don’t. He could do so much better than me. I mean, look at me. Then think of all the people he knew. I just think it would be better for him in the long run if I just let him go.” Anna had stopped crying and her eyes were dry. Anna looked like she believed every word he was saying. 
 
   It broke his heart. She wasn’t trying to be a bitch. He could see all Anna wanted was to give James a chance at the life he deserved.
 
   “Baby girl.” Justin didn’t know what else to say. He knew James loved her with all his heart and he was sure without her James would find no purpose in his life. But he could understand where Anna was coming from. James did know a lot of people but surely that didn’t mean he would prefer them. Did it?
 
   “I’m going to go. I’ll get out of the hotel before he gets back, that way it will be easier. Thanks for everything, Justin. I do love him, you know…this is…it’s for the best.” Anna stood up and walked away. She spoke not another word. That was it. She was just going to walk out of his life. Without warning it would all be over.
 
   Justin felt like an arse. He just watched silently as his best mate’s girlfriend walked away from him. And what’s worse, James didn’t even know yet. Justin knew he had to be the one to tell James Anna was gone. He would be the one standing there, watching as the pain and reality settled in after the initial shock had worn off. In a sad way he understood what Anna said. It kind of did make sense or at least it would have if the person she was talking about was someone other than James. James loved that girl so much yet still she couldn’t see it.
 
   Justin sat motionless on the swing, unable to force himself to put one foot in front of the other. He’d completely drifted away with the fairies. He was so oblivious he didn’t even hear the door close as James wandered over to him. 
 
   “Where is she?” he asked, his voice shaking. His eyes were already full of pain and sorrow. Justin couldn’t help but to wonder if in some strange way he already knew.
 
   “She’s gone,” Justin said, barely louder than a whisper. He didn’t know what else to say. He was about to break his best friend’s heart and he just didn’t want to do it.
 
   “What? Where did she go? What happened? When is she coming back?” James pleaded for answers. Neither man looked at each other; instead they both looked up at the clouds that were rolling across the night sky. It was in the silence Justin realised just hoping for answers wasn’t enough.
 
   “James, she’s gone. She loves you so much, you know, but in the end sometimes that isn’t enough.” Justin saw the change in James. “Anna basically said you deserve more than her. More than she could ever give you. She wants you to be happy and she doesn’t think she can give you that. Sorry, man.”
 
   James jumped. Without hesitation he fumbled in his pocket for his car keys, “I’m not letting her go. I don’t deserve more. Anna’s it. The one I want to spend the rest of my life with. That’s my choice. I love her more than you could possibly imagine. And neither of you know me if you think I’m going to sit here and let her go.” James spat out the words before he spun on his heel and jogged up the driveway. 
 
   Justin watched as his best mate fell apart. They’d been friends forever, since before they knew what girls were. And he could read the pain on James face. He hadn’t even bothered to hide it. 
 
   Forcing the lump in his throat down, Justin couldn’t help but feel like something bad was about to happen. There was a gnawing in the pit of his stomach that he couldn’t ignore. The horrible feeling of knowing. Of suspecting. Of dreading. The kind of knowing you can feel deep down inside of you. That same knowing of what was right and what was wrong. And clearly this was wrong.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna climbed out of the taxi and dashed inside. She felt weak in the knees as she staggered into the hotel. Anna realised that if she was going to go through this she needed a drink. A stiff one. Quickly she stumbled into the bar and perched herself on a stool.
 
   “Hello, Miss. What can I get you?” a gravelly voice casually asked.
 
   “A vodka soda, thanks,” Anna replied without even looking up. 
 
   Silently he poured the drink and sat it in front of her. Anna raised her eyes and then she saw him—the man who had thrown her completely off balance at the gym earlier this morning. “Hi,” he grinned, flashing the perfect white teeth.
 
   Anna felt the blood rush to her face and she was at a loss as to what to do or even say. Eventually she managed to splutter, “Hi.” Her mouth was dry and a lump had mysteriously developed in her throat.
 
   “Wanna talk about it?” he pried.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Something is obviously bothering you. I can see it in your eyes. Talk to me,” he invited, whipping off his apron and sitting down beside her. “I’m on my break.”
 
   “No thanks. I’m fine,” Anna murmured, gulping down her drink. She stood up. As she approached the door, she couldn’t help but look back and see if he was still watching her. 
 
   Trent’s eyes were fixed on her, tracking her every movement. Anna turned away and disappeared out the door, her heart in a flutter. Just the idea someone thought she was worth watching made her head spin. But it hurt her to think that someone wasn’t the man she was supposed to marry. 
 
   By the time she was throwing her clothes into her bag, the tears were flowing constantly. She was determined to not be in the room when James got back. She knew it would be too hard to face him. Anna kept telling herself that if she just vanished he would forget; he’d give up. But the idea of seeing him had Anna trembling. The hard reality of saying that dreaded goodbye made her shake with fear. She knew this was going to hurt like hell.
 
   Ciao. Au revoir. Adieu. Adios. Bon voyage. Farewell. Goodbye. Anna knew they were the hardest words in the world to say. They were the words that hurt the most. They cut deeply into the soul, scarring it for life in a way that it can never recover. Those are the words that you remember forever. They are the closure you dread; the words that can break your heart. Anna knew it didn’t really matter which language they were in; they still held hurt all the same. They were the words Anna had spent her whole life avoiding. And now if she could only run fast and far enough she could avoid them once again.
 
   She slid into the driver’s seat of her car, her cheeks stained with mascara, her eyes puffy and red from the non-stop crying. The only way Anna could keep her hands firmly locked on the steering wheel was by chanting to herself ‘no matter how much it hurts, in the end it is the right thing to do, for both of us.’
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James sped through the traffic, barely even slowing to take the corners. He flew out of the car and ran up the stairs, not even bothering to take the lift. He came to a screeching halt before he opened the suite door. What the hell will I do if I’m too late? he asked himself. Slowly, he creaked open the door. No sign of her. He raced in and pulled open the wardrobe door; James’s worst fears were confirmed. She was gone. He was too late. He was too late to save her. He was too late to fight to get her back. He slumped to the floor and stared. He didn’t cry. He didn’t whimper. He just sat in all consuming silence as his heart broke.
 
   Someone had once told James that if the world disappoints, the best thing to do was to look at it from a different angle. Now he was sitting on the floor in silence, looking at the world from a different angle. Anna had left in such a hurry; she had left one of her running shoes lying on the ground. That is so Cinderella of her, James thought miserably. That is when he saw the note, leaning against the vase in the centre of the table.
 
   James leapt up and grabbed the envelope before sitting down crossed-legged on the floor. He was too terrified to open it. He just sat there, staring at it. On the front, written in Anna’s familiar scrawl, was his name. A knock at the door startled him and brought him crashing back down to earth. Predictably, in walked Justin.
 
   “You okay?” Justin asked, wincing. He had followed James back to the hotel.
 
   “She left a note,” James said, waving it in front of Justin’s face.
 
   “What does it say?” Justin asked.
 
   “I can’t open it. What if it says she doesn’t love me? How the fuck am I supposed to deal with that shit? I would have given her the world. I would have done anything for her and it still wasn’t enough. She still didn’t love me enough to stay,” James babbled.
 
   “Open it,” Justin ordered.
 
   Slowly James ripped it open. He pulled out a piece of pink paper and just stared blankly at it. Cautiously he unfolded it, careful not to tear it. 
 
    
 
   James, I love you so much, but you deserve better. To be fair, I decided the easiest way for us to say goodbye was simply for me to disappear. I will always love you and I promise I will never forget you. 
 
   I’m yours always, Anna. 
 
    
 
   It was as if the letter had turned a tap on inside James. Now tears were gushing out, running down over his cheeks. Justin fell to the floor beside him and clamped a hand on his shoulder. James had been crushed. Anna had left him devastated and now, Justin had no idea what to say or how to comfort him.
 
   “Justin, where the fuck is she? I need to find her. Please. Help me,” James begged, lifting his head up slowly and looking straight into Justin’s shocked eyes.
 
   “She really didn’t say all that much. Mainly she said she’d disappear to make it easier on you. Make it easier for you to let her go.” Justin tried his best to console his friend. “If you’re serious about finding her, I’ll help you. Just tell me what you want me to do.”
 
   “Thanks. I’m going to need it,” James declared, standing up and grabbing his keys before heading towards the door.
 
   “Well,” Justin started, springing to his feet, “you know her better than I do. If you were Anna, where would you go if you wanted to vanish?” As the words sunk in, James decided that Justin was right.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna drove ferociously. She was dodging and swerving across both sides of the road. Tears stung her eyes and she was gasping for breath, but still she didn’t slow. She was driving recklessly. Her chest was tight and her hands trembled as she white-knuckled the steering wheel. Anna was completely exhausted from the emotional roller coaster she had been riding all day. Her only hope of staying awake was to have the window wound right down so the cold night air could blow against her face. Without a thought in her head, Anna rested her head on the steering wheel and closed her eyes. Just for a moment Anna took her eyes off the winding road and the car drifted. It bounced down a small ditch before colliding with a rock and being thrown sideways. After thirty terrifying seconds of rolling and scraping, the car came to a screeching halt on its roof. Anna was unconscious, a steady stream of thick red blood oozing from her forehead. Her face had been mutilated by shards of flying glass and was now nothing but a scratched, bloody mess. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James started on the phone, calling all of Anna’s family and friends. He rang anyone who may have had an idea as to where she would have gone. No one had seen or heard from her. James began to panic as the realisation sank in that he may have lost her. 
 
   “She’ll turn up. She has to,” Justin tried to reassure him. James couldn’t work out if he was telling the truth or just trying to make him feel better. Whichever it was it made it a little more bearable for those few moments.
 
   “I have a really bad idea,” Justin mentioned nervously.
 
   “Anything. Please, man. I’m desperate,” James begged.
 
   “I know. Well, you are pretty well known right…” James just nodded, encouraging Justin to continue. “You could go on television and ask for help. I don’t know. Say you’ll take them to dinner or something if it’s their lead that finds Anna. I mean it’s a long shot, but if you’re desperate…”
 
   James’s eyes filled with hope. “You’re right. That will work! It has to,” James declared. Before Justin had time to say anything else James was already on the telephone, dialling the number.
 
   It didn’t take long before someone called in. A farmer had seen Anna’s car lying upside down in the ditch as he was passing. Immediately he slammed on his brakes and raced towards the car. When he got close enough he could see Anna lying motionless in the front seat, covered in blood, still strapped into the driver’s seat. He ran back to the car and found his phone and called for the ambulance. When they arrived less than ten minutes later, the agitated farmer had already become increasingly concerned. The smell of petrol hung heavily on the air and the thought that the car could burst into flames at any moment kept racing through his mind. Luckily, the ambulance officers together with the local fire brigade managed to pull her from the wreckage in one piece before they raced her back through the streets towards the hospital. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna had been admitted to the hospital. They quickly assessed her and determined she had a broken leg, a few broken ribs, and minor head injuries. Anna would be okay, eventually. She was now recovering in a stable condition. A nurse had come to check on her and to make sure the drip was pumping a steady stream of pain-killers into her body.
 
   A short time later a very groggy Anna woke up. She couldn’t remember what had happened or where she was. The nurse came in quickly only to find her hysterical. 
 
   “What’s going on? Where am I? What happened?” So many questions came dribbling out of her mouth at once.
 
   “There, there. Calm down, sweetie. My name is Nancy and I’m going to take good care of you.” The nurse had a cool wash cloth and was dabbing at her head. “Do you remember anything, sweetheart?” Anna quickly made her judgement about the woman who was caring for her. She was old, probably somewhere in her fifties, but she seemed so kind and with an honest heart. Her brown mousy hair was streaked with grey. She wore big round tortoiseshell rimmed glasses that covered up most of her face.
 
   “No, I don’t remember anything. I’m sorry,” Anna spluttered out wearily.
 
   “Is there someone I can call? Family? Friends? Just to let them know what has happened. Let them know you’re safe,” she asked sweetly, her voice laced with genuine concern.
 
   “No, there’s no one to call,” Anna began to whimper, but as she did the pain came back with a vengeance. Then all of a sudden, without warning or hesitation Anna let out a horrifically painful scream. “James!”
 
   There were a few nurses congregated in the tearoom, all standing around complaining about patients and doctors, sipping their tasteless lukewarm cups of coffee. They had the television blaring in an attempt to try and keep up to date with what was happening outside the hospital walls. It was then that he appeared. James was once again taking up the entire television screen. “I’m here tonight, appealing to the public for your help. A few days ago I announced my engagement and tonight I am asking you to please help me find my fiancée.”
 
   One of the nurses interrupted his speech. “That boy is all kinds of fine.” She giggled.
 
   “This is a recent picture of Anna. Please, I need to find her and I’m willing to do whatever it takes. If you see Anna or know where she is, then please call the station and help me.” His eyes looked hollow and sad.
 
   “I wish I knew where that girl was, that’d give him a reason to come see me,” one of the nurses suggested.
 
   At that moment Nancy came trudging through the door. “Who’s coming to see you?”
 
   “Ooh, my man James Thompson. He’s looking for his fiancée. It seems that she’s already left him and they haven’t even made it down the aisle yet,” the nurse smiled.
 
   A spark shot through the old battered nurse like a lightning strike. “What did he say her name was?” Nancy asked, remembering Anna’s wail of ‘James’ with her last ounce of strength. Combined with the photograph she had found in Anna’s wallet, it was all beginning to fit together like the pieces of a puzzle.
 
   “Amity? Andy? Anna? Something like that. Whoever she is, I bet she’s nothing more than a tramp.” 
 
   “What was the number of the station?” Nancy asked. She had already decided she would ring and get a detailed description before she told him it was Anna that she was caring for. If this was the same Anna, now more than ever before she needed him. She didn’t need his fame or his money—none of that could help her now—what she did need from him was his love, his comfort, but mostly she needed his assurance that everything would be all right.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   A few minutes after the broadcast had aired, the switchboard lit up. Everyone knew her. Knew where she was but no one was willing to give away specifics. James sat anxiously in the call centre, waiting for the one call he knew would come. That one call that would tell him exactly where she was and then he would go, like a knight in shining armour, and rescue her, even if he was rescuing her from herself.
 
   His mind was a million miles away, dreading the possibilities, trying to put into words what he would say to her when she was right back where she was supposed to be—wrapped safe in his arms. He was dreaming up ways to prove to her she was what he wanted, the only thing that he needed. Nothing more. Nothing less. Anna was his everything.
 
   Justin’s voice didn’t even bring him back down to reality. “James…earth to James,” Justin taunted, slapping him on the back and almost giving him a heart attack.
 
   “Have we found her? Where is she? Is she all right?” James’s mind was doing somersaults and words were falling from his mouth incessantly.
 
   “There’s an old lady on the phone. Her name is Nancy and she wants to talk to you. It’s about Anna.”
 
   James leapt from the chair using every bit of his flexibility and athleticism. He snatched the phone and started to prattle. “Hello. Do you know where she is?”
 
   “I might. Can you tell me what colour hair she has?” Nancy enquired hopefully.
 
   “She has long brown hair that spirals when she lets it flow wild. It reaches halfway down her back.” James knew every detail. He should. He’d spent enough hours running his fingers through her silky locks to know it by heart. And smell. Before she had the chance to ask any more questions, James continued. “She has big beautiful blue eyes that when you look into them it feels as though you can see into the depths of forever. They are so captivating that sometimes they look as calm as the ocean. And in other moments they are as dark and stormy as the night sky. She should be wearing a small white gold ring encrusted with four diamonds. It’s her engagement ring. A silver chain is hanging around her neck with a small crucifix. Please tell me that you know where she is,” James begged. He was so emotionally drained that he began to cry silently.
 
   “I think I do. She’s in the hospital. She’s been in a pretty bad car accident…” but before she could finish her sentence James cut her off.
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “The hospital down on Crouch Street.”
 
   “I’m on my way,” he stated, slamming the phone back down. “Found her! Gotta go.” Justin grabbed their coats and chased him out the door. “Thanks for the help, everyone,” James yelled out behind him.
 
   They arrived in the hospital car park and James was out and running for the door before Justin had even pulled the car to a stop. He raced through the door, nearly knocking an old lady off her feet as he flew past. He was moving so fast he crashed straight into the information desk. The perky little receptionist looked up and smiled. She recognised him instantly and got that sly look in her eye that James recognised meant she would do anything to get in his pants. He’d seen it before. But right now he didn’t even have the time or energy to be flattered.
 
   “Can I help you?” she inquired seductively, casually shifting her weight in the chair and thrusting her chest forward.
 
   “I am looking for Anna White. She was in a car accident.” He was in such a hurry that he had absolutely no time for her bullshit.
 
   “She’s in room 3. Ward 16. Third floor.” 
 
   He took off. He was in such a hurry that he ran up the stairs instead of waiting the few moments it would have taken for the lift to arrive. Ward 16. He had found it. James had completely forgotten why she had left or what had gone wrong; he just wanted her to be okay. He wanted to sit there beside her, hold her hand, and wait for her to open her eyes. 
 
   Anna was sleeping soundly when James slipped into the room. He was startled when he saw her lying there. Something stopped him from going to her. It was like there was a physical force field surrounding her. Instead, he just stood in a state of overwhelming shock, leaning on the door frame for support. Anna’s face was pale, she had a large white patch on her head covering a gash, and she had a drip all hooked up to her delicate little hand. She was lying there, completely motionless. On shaky legs, James wobbled over and sat beside her. He reached out and put his hand carefully on Anna’s. She seemed so cold, but James could see that she was breathing steadily. The constant rise and fall of her chest reassured him. The feeling of relief was unmistakable as it consumed him. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Nancy said, no louder than a whisper. James could tell that she meant it and immediately James found himself trusting Nancy with Anna’s care. Instinctively he knew that she would take the very best care of Anna.
 
   “Thank you,” James replied honestly, looking up at her. Nancy didn’t know it, but by simply doing her job she’d saved Anna’s life and in doing so, saved James as well. “How’s she doing?”
 
   “She’ll be fine. She has a broken leg, a few broken ribs, and a mild concussion. She’ll be glad you’re here. When she woke up before, she was so frantic. No one was here. I think she felt abandoned and alone,” Nancy explained, giving him a pat on the shoulder before leaving them.
 
   Justin wandered in. “How’s our girl doing?” he had stopped at the florist downstairs and bought her the biggest bouquet of bright yellow daffodils he could find.
 
   “She’ll be okay. I’m staying here. Can you call Joel and tell him I won’t be at training for the next few days? Thanks for coming with me. I know I was pretty out of it. Thanks.”
 
   “Anytime,” Justin said and with a handshake and a smile, he was gone.
 
   James sat staring at Anna. Her constant yet peaceful breathing calmed him. He wished she would wake up so he could see for himself that she was all right. He wanted to talk to her. He wanted to look after her, but he couldn’t bring himself to wake her. She needed her rest. Exhausted, James soon fell asleep with his fingers laced with hers.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   For some reason Anna’s subconscious began to replay the accident, but this time Anna wasn’t driving the car. She was standing on the side of the road watching the car hit the ditch and flip. Anna could see herself walking up to the driver’s side door and looking through the window. She could see herself lying there unable to move, struggling to breathe; broken and bleeding, trying to scream but unable to form the words. Anna was watching it all, then with a jolt she was suddenly wide awake.
 
    
 
   The pain was real. Anna tried to take a deep breath but her ribs ached. Touching her forehead, she found a patch of gauze. Anna looked down at her other hand. James was sitting in the chair next to the bed, his head resting gently on the bed, his hand firmly clasping hers. He’d come.
 
   She looked around the room. It was already filled with beautiful bouquets of flowers. Every type imaginable filled the room. There were roses and daisies; orchids and lilies; carnations and sunflowers; as well as Justin’s daffodils. The room was a mass of colours and scents, which wafted through the air invading everything they landed on. In the corner of the room there was a small rectangular window with apricot curtains, through which the sun peeked mischievously. On the other side of the curtain was an old man. He appeared so sad, so lost, or alone. Maybe it was a combination of all three, Anna couldn’t tell. He had no flowers surrounding him, no cards, no get well balloons, he just lay there sleeping soundly, trying to hang onto what was left of his life.
 
   Soon enough Anna had managed to make herself feel nauseated. She was remembering everything she’d put James through in the past twenty-four hours. And despite that he was here, spending a night in what had to be the most uncomfortable chair in the hospital, holding her hand. Anna tried to move but her legs were stiff and heavy. She couldn’t remember being put into a plaster cast, but there it was, wrapped around her leg. She wanted to sit up, but she couldn’t. Anna thought about waking James but decided against it. He looked so peaceful and beautiful that she didn’t have the heart to wake her sleeping prince.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   After a while he began to stir. James sat up and winced. It only took him a few seconds to realise that what had happened wasn’t a nightmare. It was real. He still had Anna’s hand in his own, she hadn’t moved. He looked up at her, she looked so pale and weak, but she managed to conjure enough energy from somewhere to smile at him and say, “I’m sorry.” Those very simple words had used up what was left of her energy. She flopped her head back against the pillows and squeezed her eyes shut. She had never felt so defeated in all of her life, but now Anna was weak, vulnerable and useless.
 
   James began to cry. It wasn’t a cry of sadness. It wasn’t a cry of grief. It was the cry of relief. The cry of knowing that no matter what happened next, everything would be okay. The cry that proved that he loved her. James shot up and smiled as he squeezed her hand gently. His tears were flowing freely over his cheeks and off his face. He didn’t seem to care who was watching or what they would say. Anna was safe and sound and that was all that mattered.
 
   Nancy appeared a short time later. After checking all the machines that Anna was hooked up to, she looked over at James. He looked worse than Anna. He’d had only a few hours of restless sleep in the chair next to the bed and it was obvious that he was exhausted. “There’s a coffee machine just down the hall. You look like you need one,” Nancy suggested, pointing the way. Although he was reluctant to leave Anna’s side, he knew he needed the caffeine if he was going to be any use to Anna at all. With a quick kiss on the forehead, he disappeared down the corridor.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Nancy turned to Anna, whose eyes were closed. “You really are a lucky girl. That boy is head over heels. Did he tell you how he found you?” Nancy saw a spark in Anna's eyes as they snapped open with her words.
 
   “How did he…find me?” Anna asked, gasping for air through her painful sobs. She wanted to know. She needed to know. She felt so guilty for leaving him the way she did, but she hoped and prayed that he hadn’t done anything stupid.
 
   “That incredible young man of yours went on national television and asked everyone for their help. He asked if anyone had seen you, if anyone had heard from you. When we saw his pleas I phoned the hotline. Within a few minutes in he ran, through the doors to your bedside. He hasn’t moved all night. You should see the reporters that have flocked to the hospital. They’re blocking every exit downstairs. They’re dying to know how the fairy tale ends. It’s crazy. Anyone would think that it was James who ended up in hospital.” Nancy sat on the side of Anna’s bed. “That young man loves you very much. I can tell,” Nancy pronounced with a wink before she disappeared. 
 
   James wandered back, his face filled with anxious energy. He looked as though he’d spent the night sleeping in the gutter. Anna was beginning to regain some of her strength. The pain killers must have been wearing off as Anna’s movements triggered more and more pain. Her leg provided a constant dull ache. Her ribs gave her the feeling that a truck had hit her. “Hey.” She smiled at the sight of him.
 
   “How are you doing?” James asked, sipping at his coffee.
 
   “I’m doing okay. How ’bout you? How are you holding up?” Anna winced as she tried to pull herself upright. 
 
   “I’m good. Tired but good.” James was grinning as he put down his cup and helped her to sit up, adjusting her pillows. 
 
   “Baby, go home and get some sleep. I’m fine. Please. Go home and sleep. There’s nothing you can do here. I just need to get some rest,” Anna begged. As much as she wanted him to sleep and take care of himself, the truth was she didn’t want him to go. She needed him beside her. Not just now, but always.
 
   “All right, all right I’ll go. But promise me, if you need anything, anything at all, you call me. I’ll be back in a few hours. Get some rest,” he surrendered, bumbling to his feet. He was just too exhausted to argue.
 
   “Promise,” Anna called after him, as he walked out the door and towards the exit.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   As he stepped out of the main doors, he barely managed two steps before being hounded by the press who had spent the night camping out on the hospital lawns to ensure that they were the first to get the details of the fairy tale’s ending. “Was it Anna? Is she okay?” Questions came firing at James from everywhere all at once. He had broken world records, been accused of being a drug cheat, but for the first time, his private life had become the focus of their curiosity. He was exposed and their story was the biggest in the country.
 
   “Anna is going to be fine. She’ll remain in hospital for a few days but she’s doing extremely well. I’d like to take this opportunity to thank everyone, not only for their help in finding Anna, but also for all the flowers and cards she has already received. From the bottom of my heart, thank you,” James stated before breaking into a jog and jumping into the front seat of Justin’s car before he could be bombarded with any more questions.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna lay motionless in her small bed. She was in too much pain to move. Or maybe it was that she was just too scared. Whatever the reason she just laid there, feeling her guilt snowballing on her. It was too late to change anything now, but Anna couldn’t help but think ‘what if’?
 
   The old man across the room began to stir. Anna could hear him coughing and spluttering, struggling to breathe. He had nothing to do except lay there and wait to die. Wait to live. Wait for whatever came next. Whatever it was, he was doing it alone. A short time later, his wheezing stopped, but sadly so did his breathing. His old decrepit body had finally given in. The nurses quickly appeared and whisked him out the door. Anna lay there staring at the empty bed when Nancy came to check on her.
 
   “It was his time, dear. It was just his time,” Nancy reassured her.
 
   “Where were his family? His friends? Surely someone must care?” Anna was beside herself with disbelief.
 
   “He had no family or friends that he would tell us of, or that we could track down. He was alone when he came in and he was alone when he left.” Pity was written all over Nancy’s face. While she had James, who had gone to extremes to be by her side the entire night, there was something in Anna’s eyes that revealed that she too felt lost and alone.
 
   “Can you do something for me, please?”
 
   Nancy nodded. “What is it, dear?”
 
   “Can you take a bunch of flowers and put them near him, or with his things or something? He deserves that at least.” Anna’s eyes welled with tears as she spoke.
 
   “Sure, sweetie. Now get some rest. That man of yours will be back soon and I’m guessing that he won’t be very happy if you haven’t been taking it easy.” Nancy smiled and vanished out the door, taking with her the enormous bouquet of white roses.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James tossed and turned in the huge hotel bed. He knew he was beyond tired and that he was useless to Anna unless he got some sleep but he still couldn’t force himself to close his eyes. What if she needed him and he wasn’t there? What if something happened? All the questions that were bouncing around inside his head were beginning to drive him crazy. He’d had enough. Wearily he climbed out of bed and rushed to the shower. After quickly dressing in his favourite faded blue jeans and cream coloured jumper, he headed for the door.
 
   Twenty minutes later he was strolling back through the sea of reporters and the heavy glass doors, and straight to her bedside. Anna was wide awake when he breezed through the door. The smile that appeared on her face when she saw him made him feel instantly at ease. Sleep was no longer needed. It was almost as if Anna’s smile, no matter how weak it was, recharged him completely.
 
   “Hey, you! You look good.” Anna grinned as her eyes scanned him from head to toe.
 
   “So do you. Well, sort of, but you’re smiling, so nothing else matters.” James bent down and gave her a kiss on her cheek before he sat on the side of the bed. “How are you feeling, really?”
 
   Anna wiggled up as much as she could. She reached out and took James’s hand. Ever since the moment he had left all she had wanted to grab hold of his hand and never let go. She couldn’t help it. She saw James’s hand as her safety blanket, her lifeline. “I’m doing much better now you’re here,” she admitted honestly. “James, I’m so sorry about—” 
 
   “It’s okay, Anna. You don’t have to do this. Justin told me what you said. You know it wasn’t true, don’t you?” James felt a sharp pain race through his body. What was he going to do if she really didn’t want him? He was praying it wouldn’t come to that. He looked down at their intertwined fingers and was shocked to see her engagement ring was missing. “Where’s your ring?” James asked shakily, lifting her hand up and pointing out to her empty finger.
 
   Nancy walked in and caught the last part of the conversation. “You might want this again now. There is a no jewellery policy in theatre so they had to remove it when you came in. Here you go.” She smiled, dropping the small but elegant ring into James’s outstretched hand.
 
   “Thanks,” Anna mumbled, looking at Nancy. Nancy took the hint and quickly scurried out of the room.
 
   “So…Do you want to put this back on, or am I returning it to the jewellers?” The jittery look on James’s face reduced Anna to tears.
 
   “If it’s o-okay w-with you,” she stammered, “I’d like to put it back on.” Now it was Anna’s face that was covered in panic. 
 
   James looked over at her. He could see the pain in her eyes because it was the same heartbreaking, gut-wrenching pain he was feeling deep in the pit of his stomach. Slowly he slid the ring onto her long skinny finger. “Back where it belongs!” James smiled sweetly, dropping a light kiss on her fingers. “Marry me, Anna?” he asked, looking up into her wide blue eyes. James bit the inside of his cheek as he waited for her answer.
 
   Anna couldn’t speak, but she didn’t need to. In that instant, they both knew this was how it was supposed to be.
 
   Once it was settled and her engagement ring was back where it belonged, exhaustion enveloped her. Wiggling over as much as she could, she summoned James to her side. Within minutes they were both sleeping soundly, unaware of the world still turning around them. A few days later Anna was allowed to leave the hospital. James pushed her wheelchair through the ward and towards the lift.
 
   “Good luck,” Nancy called after them. She had been so good to them both while Anna had been there. Not only had she taken fantastic care of Anna while she recovered and she had helped James to find her, but perhaps the thing that they appreciated most was the fact that she had been discreet. The media quickly found out that Nancy was the one caring for Anna and every day as she tried to leave the hospital grounds she was hounded. To her credit, she had remained steadfast and unwavering despite their questioning. All she ever offered was a small smile and a simple statement, “Anna is doing well.”
 
   “Thank you. For everything.” Anna beamed and blew a kiss to Nancy as she continued with her rounds.
 
   They made their way to the front doors, receiving more than a few strange looks on their way. Although the number of reporters outside the doors had thinned over the past couple of days they’d somehow found out when Anna was being released and were back with a vengeance. They were all poised in position, ready to pounce. James squatted down in front of her, reaching a trembling hand out to touch the ring on her left hand before he asked, “Ready?”
 
   “Let’s do this. I want to get out of here and I really don’t care what they have to say. Just take me home, James,” Anna forced out as bravely as she could. 
 
   James swiftly pushed her wheelchair through the heavy glass doors. Justin had driven the car right up to the end of the path as close as he could so they could get in and leave as quickly as possible. They made it five metres before the overwhelming camera flashes temporarily blinded them.
 
   “How are you feeling, Miss White?” one small snotty nose reporter asked as she shoved her microphone into Anna’s face.
 
   “Anna is doing much better,” James started, quickly taking control of the situation. “We’re heading home so she can make a full recovery. The next time Anna appears on the front cover of your newspapers and magazines, I can only hope that she’ll be looking absolutely beautiful in her wedding dress.”
 
   “So the wedding is still on? Have you set a date?” So many questions from so many different directions were being fired at them as James manoeuvred the wheelchair towards the waiting car. James wouldn’t even satisfy them with a reply. He just flashed them a disappointed scowl.
 
   Justin was there, waiting for them like he was a chauffeur. He bent down and gave Anna a quick kiss on the cheek. A sea of camera flashes caught the moment. “Hey baby girl,” he whispered into her ear as he lifted her into the back seat before closing the door. James put the wheelchair in the boot and climbed in the back seat. Soon enough they had made their escape.
 
   They went back to their hotel room. They were supposed to have returned to Sydney almost a week ago but with Anna’s accident, James had made the decision to stay on. After spending one night in the hotel they would return to Sydney and get their lives back on track. James hadn’t been in the pool since the accident, yet he kept telling Anna about training and how he was progressing. He didn’t tell her that he was spending all his time sitting beside her instead of lapping up and down the pool. Once they got back to Sydney, he would get back in the water.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna quickly realised that having James play nurse and attempting to look after her was far more painful than lying in a hospital bed. He wouldn’t let her move. James had placed her wheelchair on the other side of the suite and carried her straight into bed. He knew if the chair was close enough Anna would try and get out of bed and move about, but by putting her chair far enough away she couldn’t escape.
 
   “Relax! I’m fine. Please stop worrying and sit down,” Anna instructed him, her tone leaving no room for argument.
 
   “Are you sure that there’s nothing I can get you?” James’s constant fussing was already driving Anna crazy and she had only been home an hour.
 
   “Actually, there is something you can do for me.”
 
   “Yeah, what’s that?” James jumped to his feet, ready to do whatever Anna wanted. She had no idea of the extent of the power she possessed over him in that moment.
 
   “Come lie down next to me and get some sleep. You know I love you, but you really do look like shit.” She grinned as she patted the bed next to her.
 
   “Actually, I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in about six days.” James laughed, reaching his hands behind his head. He pulled his shirt off in one smooth motion. Anna felt her breath catch as she glimpsed his perfect body. Not even bothering to hide her attraction, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, attempting to wipe away the drool. But as James’s jeans hit the floor, Anna’s mouth fell open and she forgot to pretend to hide her lust. James stood before her wearing nothing but his boxers and a smirk. “See something you like?” He snickered, lowering himself onto the bed beside her.
 
   “I’ve seen better,” Anna taunted with a wide smile.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really.” Anna smiled as she wiggled over, placing her head on his chest. She listened to the steady rhythm of his heart beat. She breathed a sigh of relief that at least he was getting some rest before she too began to relax and drifted into a deep sleep.
 
   The trip back to Sydney was a slow and painful one. As they drove past the spot where Anna had her crash, neither of them could bring themselves to speak. Instead James reached out and wrapped his hand around Anna’s. Seeing the spot made Anna quiver. James watched her closely and gave her hand a quick squeeze just to let her know she was safe.
 
   James still lived at home with his parents. They had a large four-bedroom brick house. It had a beautiful big backyard with an old mulberry tree in the back corner. Its long branches reached over the fence and provided some shade over the pool. James had a little yappy dog which drove anyone it didn’t recognise absolutely crazy. Anna, on the other hand, lived in a small peach coloured flat by herself. It didn’t have much furniture, but it was comfortable and cosy all the same. She moved out of her parents’ house and moved into the Sydney flat not long after her eighteenth birthday. James always said that it was easier for him to live with his parents because he was never home anyway. He was in and out of the country or flying around Australia all the time. And eventually when he was home he would stay at Anna’s. That would have to change now the press knew who Anna was. It was only a matter of time before they found her sanctuary.
 
   So the dilemma they were now facing was where they would stay once they returned to Sydney. Anna’s flat wasn’t equipped for her wheelchair. She had at least another two weeks before she would be strong enough to get crutches. And there was no way in hell James was going to let her live by herself while she was wheelchair-bound. So unbeknownst to Anna, James had arranged with his parents that she would stay with them until she was up and about again.
 
   Knowing he had to tell her eventually, James decided to tell Anna of the arrangements he had made while they were driving along. 
 
   “I’m fine, James. Look at me. I am okay. I can’t stay at your parents’ place. I don’t need a babysitter.” At least Anna’s outburst was the reaction that James had been expecting.
 
   “Look, it’s just until you’re out of the chair. Besides, that way I can see you before and after training.” James flashed her a cheeky grin. “Don’t tell me you just don’t want to live with me, because if that’s the case we have bigger issues than your leg.”
 
   Sighing heavily, Anna conceded, “No, it’s not that at all. I just don’t want to intrude on your parents. They have lives to live and so do you. No one needs to be worrying about me,” Anna explained. 
 
   “Anna, sorry, sweetheart, but you’re part of the family now. Whether you like it or not, we worry about you, whether you’re at Mum and Dad’s or not. So get used to it. That’s what families do. You are staying at my place; you being there will make it easier on everyone. Please.” James tried convincing Anna.
 
   “Okay! Fine! You win. I’ll stay at your place but only until I’m out of this damn chair. But no fussing by anyone or I go home. Deal?” Anna surrendered.
 
   “Deal.” James smiled back at her, bringing her hand to his lips and leaving a light kiss on her palm.
 
   James turned the car into the driveway late on the sunny winter afternoon. James’s parents, Diana and Michael, saw them coming up the driveway and raced out to meet them. Diana was a short woman with brown curly hair. She was a marvellous cook and it was obvious to anyone that when James and his mother were together that he was definitely ‘Mummy’s baby boy.’ James’s dad, Michael, was a relatively short man compared to his son, who towered above him, but everyone was short compared to James. Michael was a complete contrast to his wife. He was almost bald and wore his old battered runners everywhere he went. He told everyone that they had character. They had something all right. They were filled with holes and could be smelt a mile away.
 
   James jumped out of the car and into his mother’s waiting arms. Anna saw his shoulders visibly relax as Diana wrapped her arms around him, like the weight of the world was now shared and not James’s burden alone. Michael was already unloading Anna’s wheelchair. Within a few minutes he had it set up and Anna was preparing to get out. Already she was so frustrated that she couldn’t just get out of the car and walk inside like a normal person, but instead had to be helped into the chair before she could move. Her ribs hurt with every movement but the gash on her head had all but disappeared.
 
   Without a word, James slipped from his mother’s grasp and walked around the car and lifted Anna out. Delicately he placed her in the chair before Michael pushed her through the front door. Diana had spent the afternoon baking all of James’s favourite cakes and biscuits. Sitting in the lounge room, Michael asked Anna about the accident and how she was doing. He was more interested in her mental state than physical. It would take time but her leg would heal. There was nothing the doctors could do if they couldn’t see the damage. Michael wanted nothing more than to see Anna as her normal cheery self as soon as possible. Not that he wanted her out of his house; it was just that he wanted to see her happy and healthy again.
 
   “Who’s for coffee?” Diana asked cheerily. It was obvious that she was glad to have James back under her roof once again where he belonged.
 
   Before anyone could answer there was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it,” James said, springing to his feet. He opened the heavy wooden door and standing there in front of him was Anna’s entire family.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna was from a big family. She had two little sisters, Kate and Kelley, and a younger brother, Lachlan. The harsh fluorescent light lit up Lachlan’s untamed red curly hair. His face was expressionless as he stood awkwardly in the doorway just behind his parents, Kathryn and Brandon. 
 
   “Hey! How did you know we’d be here?” James asked, throwing a glance at his mother. They all trudged in slowly. Brandon bypassed everyone and raced to his daughter’s side. 
 
   Without thinking, Brandon wrapped his arms around his baby girl and held her tight, perhaps a little too tight. With a whimper from Anna, Brandon dropped his arms. “Sorry, sweetheart,” he mumbled.
 
   “All good!” Anna assured him despite some very sore, squashed ribs, the pain causing her eyes to water.
 
   “Hey baby girl! How are you doing? Why didn’t you call us?” Kathryn interrogated Anna. Anna knew her mother’s tactics and knew it was not a time to lie.
 
   “You were on holiday. I didn’t want to spoil that for you when I was fine. There was nothing you could do, anyway,” Anna explained to her mother. “I’m okay, I promise.” She smiled at her sisters, who were gawking at the photographs of James on the mantelpiece.
 
   “Do you have any idea what it’s like to hear that your daughter is missing in the paper and then find out that not only has she been found but is lying in a hospital bed?” Kathryn scolded, sitting down on the floor in front of Anna.
 
   “Look, I really am sorry. But everything is fine. I promise,” Anna apologised. She didn’t know what else to say. Everything had happened so quickly that she didn’t even stop to think about how her parents would feel.
 
   Soon enough they were all sitting around sipping coffee and eating cakes. James and Anna were dodging questions and criticism for not ringing as soon as everything had happened. Anna’s family had read about it in the paper and then phoned James’s parents to get the details. The only feeble excuse they could use was “There was nothing anyone could have done, anyway.”
 
   Anna was completely exhausted, but having her parents there, even if they had cut their holiday short and rushed to her side, made her appreciate how lucky she really was. In two short weeks, Anna had been in a car accident and nearly stuffed up her engagement. Now, she was sitting in James’s living room, with her family and James’s family having coffee and cakes. It was funny how things worked out, Anna told herself.
 
   James was sitting on the floor at Anna’s feet while Anna dragged her fingers through his hair without even realising it. James traced circles on Anna’s exposed ankle. Everyone in the room noticed but remained silent. James and Anna couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Kate and Kelley were laughing and making jokes at the photographs they had found. 
 
   “You think those are funny, look at these,” Diana said, handing Kelley one of James’s photo albums from when he was a little boy. A moment later the two girls were rolling about laughing hysterically at the naked photos of James running around the backyard under the sprinkler.
 
   “Bring that over here!” James said, snatching the album. “At least I can explain the situation for each and every photo.” The girls moved to his side. As much as they fought it, which admittedly wasn’t very hard, they couldn’t contain their maniacal laughter. Despite James’s best efforts to tell them a bizarre story explaining the photos, the girls weren’t buying it. Kate and Kelley weren’t dumb. They knew that everybody had these types of photos but it was James’s reaction that was keeping them entertained.
 
   Kate was teasing James relentlessly, “How much do you think I could make if I sold these?”
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” James threatened, playfully putting Kate in a headlock.
 
   “You know I can have you charged for that,” Kate told him. The whole room was laughing. Anna tried join in but her ribs were too sore; it was safer not to laugh.
 
   “Did you want to stay for dinner?” Michael offered. “It’s nothing special, just a barbecue. We can call it a joint celebration. Anna is fine and their engagement is official. That’s something that definitely must be celebrated. We haven’t had a chance yet. What do you think?”
 
   “Sounds great. Thanks.” Brandon was delighted at the idea.
 
   Soon everyone was embroiled in dinner preparations. Anna was in the kitchen peeling potatoes, Kathryn was washing the lettuce for the salad, while Diana was searching the fridge for sour cream. Kate and Kelley had been stuck with table duty while all the boys stood in the backyard cooking the barbecue. Lachlan and James were annoying each other, acting as if they were five year old boys rather than grown men. Anna figured that James was the brother that Lachlan never had and always wanted. Michael and Brandon stood side by side, beer in hand, watching the steak intently. “Don’t cremate it,” Anna called out from the kitchen.
 
   They were all sitting around the wooden table. Anna was completely worn out. As much as she loved everyone she couldn’t help but wish they would all head home. All she wanted to do was curl up in her nice, warm bed and sleep for a month. Instead she was sitting around the table in James’s backyard, with every person in the world she cared about, waiting for the inevitable. The only question that remained was who would go first? Brandon or Michael? As it turned out she didn’t have wait very long to get her answer.
 
   Michael stood up. Here we go, Anna couldn’t help thinking, stealing a glance at the other. 
 
   “I would just like to take this opportunity, even though it is not under the circumstances that we would hope for, to officially welcome Anna to our somewhat dysfunctional family. Also, I would like to welcome our new friends, Kathryn, Brandon, Lachlan, Kate, and Kelley to our home. Let’s hope this is the beginning of a long and beautiful friendship. To family and friends.” He smiled, raising his glass. 
 
   “Family and friends!” they all chanted in unison.
 
   Next was Brandon’s turn. Anna knew if one had a speech the other would not be out done. “Well…since Michael said most of what I was going to, I’ll just say congratulations to James and Anna. We all hope you are very happy. By the way, James…she’s your problem now.” Brandon laughed. “To Anna and James.” Once again they all lifted their glasses. Anna thought that the speeches were all over and now they would just sit there and enjoy a normal, civilised dinner. But that would be far too predictable. James was not one to be outdone; he had to have his turn as well.
 
   “You guys have all had your two cents’ worth, so now it’s my turn. I want to say thank you. First to Mum and Dad for letting Anna stay here until she gets back on her feet. We all know she’ll be a stubborn pain in the butt until she can get out of that chair but, we love her anyway. I’d also like to say thanks to Brandon and Kathryn, who we all know were having a great time on their holiday but cut it short without hesitation to make sure Anna was okay. So thanks to all of you—” James was cut off prematurely.
 
   “I guess that means me as well.” Kate laughed.
 
   “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted…” James winked at Kate. “I’d like to thank all of you, except Kate,” James coughed, “for everything. We really appreciate it.” James sat down, dropping a quick kiss in Anna’s hair on his way.
 
   No more speeches, please, Anna was pleading to a higher power. She was so tired she was starting to become irritable. But hey, that would be too much to ask. First her brother stood up and mumbled something, and then her sisters each took it in turn. As Diana got up to say her piece, the back gate creaked open. In walked James’s big sister Renee and her husband Ryan. They were shocked at the sight of the full backyard. “Sorry. Are we interrupting?”
 
   “Hey Sis! Come on in and join the torture! Did that really come out of my mouth? I meant fun.” James smiled as he raced inside to get some more chairs.
 
   Diana made the introductions. Renee was the spitting image of her brother. The main difference between the two was their height. Renee was quite short when compared to James. Ryan, on the other hand, was a tall, skinny guy with an oddly shaped face. Maybe that’s what made him so attractive, Anna thought.
 
   Renee was two years older than her brother. She was the one who had introduced him to Anna in the first place. Renee, like her brother, was a member of the swimming team, but a serious knee injury had ended her dreams of swimming at the Olympics. Renee had first met Anna in an aerobics class at the local gym. Renee and Anna had joined on the same night and quickly discovered that they had many similar interests, as well as their mutual lack of hand-eye coordination. They quickly became good friends, often going out together to the movies or on trips to the beach or even just spending the afternoons sitting drinking coffee in some of the small, but exclusive cafés around the city.
 
   It was one night after aerobics that Renee asked if Anna would mind giving her a lift home. Anna happily obliged. When Anna had pulled her car into the driveway, James was just getting back from training. Anna almost died of a heart attack when she realised who he was. 
 
   “I didn’t realise that you were one of those Thompsons,” Anna barely murmured as everything fell into place. Anna had followed James’s swimming career ever since he became public property. She had spent hours arranging articles she had collected, watched all of his televised races, and even driven for hours just to watch him compete. Renee just laughed, it just hadn’t occurred to her to tell Anna about her famous brother. She figured Anna would eventually put two and two together and come up with the truth. Renee invited Anna to dinner where she formally met James. Within a few short weeks Anna had become more like James’s friend than Renee’s, with the exception of aerobics classes.
 
   James and Anna’s relationship had been a very sheltered one, especially in the beginning. They avoided going out in public together; instead they decided it was just too much too handle when all they wanted to do was to have a good time and enjoy each other’s company. Then after a while they got tired of leading their lives in secret and began to sneak out. Anna would go to the movies and sit at the back of the cinema, James would sneak in after the trailers had finished and the lights had gone out. Then a few minutes before everyone else left James would duck out the way he came.
 
   Anna was always reluctant to accompany him to anything public like movie premieres or awards dinners, but James was always expected to be there. Anna insisted that he go anyway and although he was hesitant, he always went as expected. He would show up with an actress or a model on his arm, just as he had done before he started seeing Anna. This kept away all speculation about James’s real love life and kept him in the gossip columns about the prospect of him dating. James knew he would be in gossip columns no matter what he did or where he went. They seemed to know everything about his life, so he felt a large amount of satisfaction and achievement when he was able to keep his relationship with Anna private.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Lately things had been so hectic James decided to do something nice for Anna–something to show her how special she was, something to make her smile, something to bring the sparkle back to her eyes. So he decided to cook. It was the most beautiful and the most romantic dinner Anna ever had. James set the table on the edge of the pool in the backyard. It was all lit up from the hundreds of fairy lights that hung from the trees and fence; in the middle of the table stood a single long red candle with its flame flickering brightly. James wasn’t a very good cook, Anna always found something positive to say; but this meal was nothing short of spectacular. They started with a side salad, followed by chicken in a light tangy apricot sauce, served on a bed of hot jasmine rice. For dessert James had truly outdone himself. He had constructed the biggest lemon meringue pie in history. Anna’s favourite.
 
   Halfway through dinner things started to go amiss. James stopped eating and dropped down on one knee. “Anna. All my heart,” he started. James had such confidence in what he was saying it made him appear that he had no hesitations or nerves at all. “Forever. Marry me?” He looked up into Anna’s big blue eyes. Slowly, James slid a diamond ring on her trembling finger. Anna said nothing. Gradually, she closed her eyes and tears began to dribble out.
 
   When she opened them a moment later and saw that James was still kneeling before her, she smiled. It was the widest most extraordinary smile he had ever seen. James shot to his feet. As he pulled Anna from her chair, he stumbled backwards straight into the pool. At this point Anna was laughing hysterically. She crouched beside the pool. James swam over to her easily, reaching up to kiss her. Instead of pulling away, he snaked a long arm up and wrapped it around her waist, dragging her into the water as well. Neither of them seemed to care that they were now standing fully dressed in the centre of the pool in James’s backyard.
 
   Diana, who was in the kitchen, heard the commotion coming from the backyard and dashed out to see if everything was okay. She reached the pool fence and noticed that both chairs were now empty. She could hear Anna and James’s laughter but couldn’t see either of them. At that moment they both climbed out of the pool and came rushing towards the gate.
 
   “What happened? I thought you were having dinner. I didn’t know you were planning on swimming.” Diana was laughing as Anna wrung out her long hair onto the pavers. 
 
   “Well, I guess we should tell her,” James said, shooting a glance to Anna, who all of a sudden became shy and was trying to hide behind James. “Mum, Anna said yes,” James admitted with a simple shrug of his shoulder. Diana watched as her only son’s face filled with happiness.
 
   “What can I say? Congratulations!” Diana hugged Anna, almost cutting off James’s air supply while she yelled. “Michael! Michael, get out here! Quick!”
 
   Michael came rushing through the door, letting it bang loudly behind him. “What! What’s going on?”
 
   “Tell him, James! Tell him,” Diana exclaimed, almost jumping up and down with excitement. By this time Anna had begun to shiver. Her dress was dripping wet; her shoes were full of water, and all she could think about was a hot bubble bath.
 
   “Dad, Anna and I are getting married.” The wide smile on James’s face hadn’t faded.
 
   “Son, that’s great. Congratulations!” he said, embracing James enthusiastically. It was now a family affair.
 
   “Come on,” Diana told Anna, guiding her inside. “We’ll get you into some dry clothes then we can celebrate properly.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   In the safety of the bathroom Anna had a moment to reflect and fully comprehend what had just happened and how her life had irrevocably changed forever. Glancing down at her very shiny ring, she thought how James was the key to her life’s happiness. She stood motionless in the shower, the hot water scalding her body. A knock at the door pulled her from her daydream. 
 
   “Who is it?” she asked awkwardly, trying to cover herself.
 
   “It’s just me,” James whispered. “I have some dry clothes for you,” he explained, pushing open the door.
 
   “Just leave them on the floor, thanks,” she said, turning off the taps. Anna stepped out of the shower, surprised to find James sitting there on the washing basket. Suddenly aware of her nakedness, Anna grabbed the closest towel and wrapped it tightly around her. “Now we have thirty seconds to ourselves, I have to ask. Are you sure this is what you want?” Anna said as she clumsily tripped over her own feet.
 
   “This is exactly what I want. You’re what I want. Anna, what is it that you want?” James asked nervously, standing up and stalking towards Anna.
 
   “Well…” Anna shrugged. She grabbed his collar and pulled him towards her. She stopped just centimetres away from his mouth. “You.” She smiled, then kissed him deeply. As their tongues danced, Anna felt completely at peace. Nothing could ever ruin this moment for her. Pulling back, Anna sucked in several deep breaths before planting a lingering kiss on his lips as she pushed him out the door.
 
   On the floor he had left a pair of his tracksuit pants and a matching jumper. As Anna searched for her wet underwear that she wasn’t looking forward to putting back on, she realised they were missing. James, you sly little bugger, Anna thought. Then she lifted up the clothes he had left for her. Underneath was a gift bag. All that was written on the tag was:
 
    
 
   To the love of my life,
 
   James.
 
    
 
   As she read it not only did it make her giggle but it also made her heart lurch. Anna had never imagined that she would be a fiancée, let alone James Thompson’s fiancée. She opened up the bag curiously. In the bottom was some brand new, very sexy, and very expensive lingerie: a black bra made from the most delicate lace she had ever seen and matching panties.
 
   When she emerged from the bathroom, she found James lying on his bed playing PlayStation games as usual. If he isn’t in the pool then he’s perched on the lounge playing those damn games, Anna thought.
 
   She walked in and flopped down beside him on the bed. “Hey gorgeous.” He smiled, kissing her lightly on the back of her hand. Whenever she and James were totally alone he remained the same perfect gentleman that he appeared to be in public. It really wasn’t an act. That was just who he was.
 
   “Don’t ‘hey gorgeous’ me. Nice choice with the lingerie.” Anna giggled, slightly embarrassed. 
 
   “Well, surely I get a sneak peek! Don’t I?” James chuckled with a wicked twinkle in his eye. 
 
   Anna was reluctant to show him—was it too much? Was it tempting fate? But after only a second’s hesitation she agreed nervously. James knew and respected Anna’s ‘no sex before marriage’ policy. They often slept together, but that was all that ever happened. They slept. They had seen each other naked and had no issues. They were both waiting patiently until that magical night, the night of their wedding. Although James had to admit the waiting was definitely getting harder.
 
   Those days seemed to be a lifetime ago now, Anna told herself. Now she was sitting in a wheelchair, and starting to drift asleep at the table. 
 
   “You tired, Princess?” James asked her. She had used up all of her energy and now could barely summon the strength to nod. He excused himself as he lifted her weak and weary body from her wheelchair and carried her into the bedroom. Within moments of her head touching the pillow, Anna was sleeping soundly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James wandered back into the dining room, where his parents and Anna’s parents had gathered. They were getting along like they had always known each other. The thought it’s scary crossed James’s mind. He had always assumed that mothers and fathers were not supposed to get along with the in-laws, but there they were, chatting away easily. 
 
   “How’s our girl doing?” Michael asked, as James pulled out a seat.
 
   “She’s tired. As soon as I put her into bed, she was asleep.” James looked worried, but tried to sound optimistic.
 
   “Well, she has had a big couple of days. She’ll be better tomorrow,” Brandon said. “I don’t mean to be rude, James, but what actually happened? How did she crash?”
 
   Gulping down the lump that had mysteriously formed in his throat, James attempted to fill in the blanks. “Nobody knows for sure, that’s the thing. We were at Justin’s having dinner and then Anna just up and left. When I got back to the hotel, she had already packed all of her things and vanished. Her nurse rang me, and I went straight to the hospital. She hasn’t told me what made her leave or what happened yet. And I didn’t want to push her until she was strong enough.” James’s face was straight and expressionless. Renee could see the distress in her brother’s eyes and reached out and took his hand.
 
   “It will all work out. For what it’s worth I think you did the right thing, not trying to rush her. She loves you and I know she’ll tell you when she’s ready. Just give her time. I just know she will.” Renee smiled. James kept telling himself Renee was right. After all, she had known Anna longer than he had.
 
   “I hope so,” he said, deflated.
 
   Not long after Anna had gone to bed, her family headed back to her apartment. They would stay there tonight, visit Anna tomorrow, and if she didn’t need them they would head back home. Once they left, James slipped into the spare room to check that Anna didn’t need anything. She hadn’t moved since he had helped her into bed a few hours earlier. He had already planned his day tomorrow. He would go to training early and with any luck he would be home before Anna woke up or needed him. He would spend the day with her before heading back to training late in the afternoon. By then Michael would be home to look out for her if she needed him. As he was staring down at the bed he noticed how peaceful she looked. It was almost as though nothing was bothering her. She had no fears, no doubt, and no troubles…which James knew was not exactly the case. Reluctant to leave, he bent down, kissed her gently, and then disappeared upstairs and crawled into his own bed.
 
   The next morning James arrived home from training and just tossed his bag on the floor as he raced through the living room. His hair was still dripping wet and the chlorine clung to his skin. He hadn’t even bothered to shower or change. Every thought led him home to Anna. He raced through the house, desperate to see her. When he opened the bedroom door he was startled to see the bed was empty. Anna wasn’t there. He ran through to the kitchen but still there was no sign of her. James ran through the house calling out for her to no avail. James ran back to the spare bedroom. Then he spotted a small hand sticking out the side of the bed. Anna was lying on the floor next to the bed. James wanted to kick himself for not seeing her the instant he got home but now was not the time. He bent down and scooped her up. She had done more damage to her already battered body.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Once he’d settled Anna back in her bed on a nest of pillows, James went and made them some coffee. He returned moments later carrying a tray with her breakfast. Anna sat up and began to eat. “You have to be careful, a girl could get used to this.” Anna smirked, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   “Well, that’s the plan. I think it comes with the whole marriage arrangement. I get to take care of you and you don’t get to complain about it.” James laughed. Then, almost as if his body could no longer contain the words, James’s serious side emerged. He was now lying across the end of her bed, and all signs of light and laughter had vanished. “Princess, I know you probably don’t want to talk about it and I don’t want to push you, but I need to know, what happened in Canberra? Why did you want to leave? Please, Anna. Talk to me ’cause my imagination is running away from me,” he begged her.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Anna attempted to explain the best she could. “I don’t know. I don’t know how to explain it.”
 
   “Just try,” James encouraged.
 
   “I guess the truth is the more I thought about it, the more I realised that you deserved better. Better than all this. I have absolutely nothing to offer you. And I know that. I guess I always knew it but while we were in Canberra it was like the blinders came off and I saw just how big that gap was and how much I’m holding you back. And I was forced to accept that. I didn’t want to but it was hard not to. It was so obvious. Not just to me, but to everyone. I love you so much but you deserve to be happy. And you should have the best of everything. And that’s not me.” Anna didn’t cry. She didn’t smile. She just sat there straight-faced, staring blankly into the bottom of her coffee cup.
 
   After a silence that seemed to stretch on forever, James responded. “Anna, what makes you think that? What did I do to make you think you weren’t enough? That I deserve better? I don’t want anything else, Anna. You’re everything to me. You are so…everything. I love you more than you know.” James smiled, sitting up and taking hold of her hands. Anna knew he was trying to prove to her they would be okay and he wasn’t lying. She knew James truly believed in his heart she really was all he could ever want.
 
   “Love isn’t always enough,” Anna retorted.
 
   “Yeah, actually it is. You go without it long enough and you realise it’s everything. Nothing else matters,” James tried to explain.
 
   “You don’t know my past, who I used to be. And I guess because of that, you don’t really know who I am. I’m not blaming you; that’s my fault. It’s all on me. I hid that side of myself from you…”
 
   “Why?” James cut her off, a pained expression on his face.
 
   “Because I’m embarrassed. But when we were in Canberra I had to face it. I had to confront my past. Head on. And you didn’t even bat an eyelid. You didn’t notice and you didn’t…”
 
   “I did notice, Anna. Of course I did. As soon as you answered that call from your friends you changed. You froze. You shut down. I saw it. Don’t pretend I didn’t,” James hit back hard and fast.
 
   “You couldn’t know. And I’m not blaming you. It was entirely my fault. I couldn’t tell you because I thought you wouldn’t love me if you knew. I was selfish and I know I shouldn’t be but I love you so much and I wasn’t strong enough to watch you walk away. So, instead of waiting for you to leave me, I took the easy way out. I beat you to it. I thought I would save us both a lot of time and heartache and leave first. I love you more than even I realised, but I didn’t want to be responsible for holding you back.” Throughout her confession Anna hadn’t raised her head and looked at him. Not once. Instead she was picking at her fingers absentmindedly. But when she did, her heart broke at the picture before her. She’d hurt him. And that had been the last thing in the world she’d wanted to do. Reading his face, Anna could see the hurt and confusion written there.
 
   “So, Anna. How do we fix this?” James asked, sucking in a nervous breath.
 
   “I don’t know James, I really don’t.” Anna shrugged.
 
   “How ’bout you tell me whatever it is you need to tell me, then we deal with it. Together. No matter what, you have to know that won’t change the way I feel about you. I’ll love you no matter what. I’ll be right here beside you. Your past has made you who you are and I am so thankful for that. No matter what happened we can deal with it. I love you and nothing could ever or would ever change that. Please, Anna, talk to me,” James pleaded desperately.
 
   “If you’re sure you want to know, I’ll tell you. Then if you want me to go, I will. No questions asked. When I was younger, about sixteen or so…” Anna began. She could not bring herself to look him in the eye. “I was Grant’s girlfriend. I thought he was the most wonderful, gorgeous guy I had ever met. I thought he was everything that I ever wanted in a guy.” James sucked in a short, sharp breath. Anna saw the pain in James’s face, but she pushed it aside and kept going. “He had the most deep, inviting brown eyes and strong shoulders. And I thought he was special. I mean, he was this amazing guy and everyone wanted him. Guys wanted to be him and girls wanted to date him. For some odd reason, he chose me.” Anna took a deep breath. 
 
   “Grant was my first love and I truly believed he could give me the world. I was young and naïve. We had one of those stupid, pathetic relationships. I would hurt him and we would break up, then after a week or two we would get back together and be more in love than ever. Then it was his turn to break my heart. This went on for so long, everyone lost track of when we were together and when we weren’t. But there was this one time Grant told me he loved me. I was young and foolish and impulsive and I thought I was in love. I was a sworn virgin. No sex until I was married, that’s something I always believed in, still do. But Grant tried every trick in the book to coax me into bed. He tried getting me drunk, telling me that he loved me, and even when we started fooling around he always tried to take it that one step too far. I kept telling him I wasn’t ready.” She sighed. 
 
   “But Grant was a teenage boy. And this was something he couldn’t stand. He hated the word no. It was like no one ever said it to him before and he didn’t like it one bit. He broke my heart for what I think was the fifth time because I ‘wasn’t mature enough for him.’ A week later Grant was already sleeping with my best friend and I lost them both forever. Things changed from then on. I made the decision that no matter what happened to me in my life I would never let anyone get into the position to hurt me again. Then I met you.” She wondered if she should steal a glance at James. No, she was too afraid.
 
   “And I loved you so much, right from the beginning. But I was so scared that if you saw it, you would hurt me. But you didn’t. You were kind and sweet, and the more time I spent with you the deeper and faster I fell.” Anna dared to look up at James and she was shocked by what she saw. A constant stream of salty tears silently ran down his cheeks. “I’ll never forget the hurtful, hateful things Grant said to me. But the one that cut the deepest, the one that hurt the most was how I was nothing and no one could ever love someone so damaged.” She twisted her fingers together nervously.
 
   “Then last week you took me back home. You didn’t know and he assumed I had forgotten everything—the way he treated me, the way he repeatedly broken my heart, the horrible things he’d said and how badly he hurt me. Then he asked me to dance and it completely freaked me out.”
 
   “What happened, Anna? What did he say?” Anna could tell James was absolutely fuming. His face was red and Anna could see the veins in his neck pop out. Anna was sure that if he could have gotten his hands around Grant’s throat in that moment, he would surely strangle him without hesitation. 
 
   “He told me that ‘I had really done it.’ And that I had gotten exactly what I wanted. But what hurt the most was the fact that everything he was saying was true. I did get what I wanted. I got you. Then he reminded me that I wasn’t up to your standards and that I was the lucky one because you could do so much better. Grant wanted to be the one to make you see that I’m just some little once fat wannabe, who isn’t good enough to be your wife. I couldn’t let him be the one to help you see that. I knew I had to be the one to let you know the truth. But when the time came to tell you, I freaked out. I took the easy way out. I bolted.” Anna wiped furiously at her eyes.
 
   “I jumped in the car and took off as fast as I possibly could. But I couldn’t even get that right. I crashed and ended up in hospital. And you found me. I wanted to save you, so I left. At the hospital when they asked me who to call, I didn’t give them your name. I didn’t want you to find me.” Anna’s words were beginning to slur as her emotions finally kicked into overdrive. “I just wanted to make your life easier by disappearing. Then you wouldn’t have to feel guilty or bad about ending this because it was my fault. You could be free to live your life the way you wanted to with whomever you wanted,” Anna spluttered barely coherently. She was nothing more than a babbling, crying mess.
 
   “Anna.” James’s voice softened, wrapping his arms around her. “That doesn’t make you a bad person. It makes you a brave person. You were young and scared but you stuck to your beliefs. He’s the asshole in this situation, not you. I really respect your decision not to sleep with him. And between us, I’m ecstatic you didn’t. If you loved him as much as you say you did, and I truly believe that you did, that would have taken superhuman courage and will power to say no and keep saying no, especially under that sort of relentless pressure.” He kissed her damp cheek.
 
   “But it’s going to be okay. Promise. I’m not going anywhere and neither are you. The way I see it, if I left you now, there would just be another two people in this world wandering aimlessly around with broken hearts. Two more people who loved each other more than they could bear, who were trying their hardest to live without the other. Anna, I didn’t know you then and you didn’t know me. But that doesn’t matter now. We know each other now, we love each other today. And we will love each other tomorrow and the next day and the day after that.” Anna was lying on the bed, her head in James’s lap, sobbing loudly as he tangled his fingers in her hair.
 
   With so many raw emotions exposed in one go, both Anna and James were exhausted. “Just one more thing and then I’ll let you rest,” James promised as Anna stifled a yawn. “I’m living my life exactly the way I want to. I wish you had told me all of this when it was happening. At least then I could have done something about it.” James’s tears ran undisturbed down his cheeks. 
 
   “I wanted to…I just couldn’t,” Anna sobbed.
 
   “I get it. I really do,” James cooed. “But next time something upsets you, or some asshole makes you think you are anything less than perfect, you tell me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “So I can kick their arse.” He grinned.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Michael
 
    
 
   When Michael arrived home later on that afternoon, he was surprised to find Anna not propped up on the lounge in front of the television. I thought all women who were home during the day watched those dreadful American soaps. He chuckled to himself. Michael knew that James would kill him if he found out he hadn’t checked on Anna as soon as he walked through the door. Sighing, he wandered into the spare room.
 
   Lying sound asleep on the bed was Anna and James. Her head was resting on his chest, moving steadily up and down with his breathing. They looked so peaceful and relaxed that Michael didn’t want to wake them. He glanced down at his watch and noticed the time. James should have been at training twenty minutes ago. Gently he leaned over and woke his sleeping son.
 
   “James! Are you going to training? Look at the time,” Michael whispered, holding his arm out so James could see his watch.
 
   “Oh, shit!” James cursed as he tried to wiggle his way out from under Anna without waking her. Luckily he still had his swimmers on from the morning’s session. Once out from under Anna he was running out the front door.
 
   “When she wakes up, tell her that I’ve gone to training and will be back soon. Also…” James blabbered quickly. “Tell her that…tell her that I love her. And Dad, don’t let her go anywhere,” he warned him. 
 
   As Michael trudged back into the spare room, he wondered what he had missed to make James worry so much. Anna was starting to wake. Her eyes fluttered open slowly.
 
   “Good morning, sleepy head.” Michael laughed.
 
   “Hey!” Anna grumbled, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, checking for dribble. “Where’s James?”
 
   “Gone back to training. And I’m to tell you that he’ll be back soon and you aren’t allowed to go anywhere,” Michael informed her, plonking himself down next to her. “You know what, Anna? You really do have that son of mine wrapped around your little finger. When he left here this afternoon, he looked so terrified that when he got back you wouldn’t be here and he would never see you again. You do realise your once private life is now public. Everywhere you go and everything you do is open to scrutiny. Everything you say will be taken out of context and used against you. You’ll be bombarded with questions about James, about you, and about anything else they feel like asking. Nothing is off limits. My boy would do anything for you. I hope you know that. Even if you asked him to give up swimming and move to the other side of the world, he would do it in a heartbeat. What I’m trying to say, Anna, is that my son doesn’t need me anymore. You’re what he wants and what he needs. He needs your love and your support and your unconditional friendship. He leads a very different life from you and me. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve a normal life. From now on he’s going to lead it with you standing beside him. I just hope nothing happens that will break his heart.” Michael smiled at her knowingly. Michael knew for as much as James loved her, Anna reciprocated.
 
   “I know.” Anna returned his smile.
 
   “Come on, let’s get out of here. Feel like a drive? Maybe we could head down to the pool. See who’s swimming.” Michael laughed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   After he packed her wheelchair into the car, Michael carried Anna out and strapped her into the front seat. She had temporarily forgotten about the pain in her ribs and the dull ache in her leg. Now she just felt heavy and embarrassed. Michael shouldn’t have to carry her about and baby her. They pulled into the car park and Michael parked in his designated spot. Soon enough, Michael was pushing Anna through the pool entrance and parked her wheelchair right behind the blocks. James’s coach, Joel wandered over to where Anna was sitting to see how she was doing.
 
   “Well, look at you! All dressed up and nowhere to go.” Joel chuckled, leaning over to give her a chaste kiss. “I take it you’re you the one responsible for making my prize swimmer late to training?”
 
   “Yep! That was me. Didn’t you like it?” Anna smiled sarcastically. Anna and Joel had always gotten along, ever since she first came to pick James up from training. Somehow they just meshed.
 
   James had been lapping up and down the pool and stopped now to take a break while he adjusted his goggles as he chatted to Ian, a training partner at the other end.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   “Hey! I didn’t know your Dad was scamming on your leftovers,” Ian cackled, pointing at Anna and Michael.
 
   “I’ll race you to the other end,” James dared, pushing off the wall, heading towards the other end as fast as he possibly could. Shaking his head, Ian knew he had no chance of catching James, unless of course he wanted to be caught. When James went flat out there were only a very select few scattered around the world who could keep pace with him. That’s why he was the world record holder over more than one distance.
 
   With a wicked glint in his eyes, Joel smiled at Anna. “Well, Miss Smartass, you’re going to help me with a little exercise.” Anna was defenceless as Joel picked her up and threw her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. James reached the end of the pool and looked up. Joel was standing behind the blocks, with Anna clinging to him as if her life depended on it while Joel dangled her over the edge of the pool.
 
   “Now, Mr. World Record holder who couldn’t even be bothered to show up to training on time…” Joel laughed hysterically. “Next up I want you to swim one hundred metres backstroke.”
 
   “No troubles,” James sassed, offering Anna a wink.
 
   “Hang on a minute. I’m not finished. While you’re doing your lap, you need to cluck like a chicken.”
 
   “What?” James seemed confused. “One hundred metres clucking like a chicken? You’re dreaming, old man,” James replied, his eyes never once leaving Anna’s. There was no possible way that James was going to make a fool out of himself by making chicken noises.
 
   “Cluck or else Anna is going swimming. In a plaster cast. The question is do you think she will sink or swim?” Joel chuckled wholeheartedly, enjoying the limitless power he had at this moment.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare,” James could usually tell if he was bluffing or not, but today he had no clue.
 
   “Swim! Or Anna will.” Michael had never seen James look so conflicted. Joel wiggled Anna about in his arms and held her directly over the water.
 
   “Would you just start clucking already?” Anna begged, tightening her grip on Joel’s arms. At least if Joel tossed her in she wasn’t going in alone. “Cluck now, James,” she demanded. James pushed off the wall and started clucking. The rest of the squad were drowning with laughter. For the first time since Anna and James had gotten together Michael saw firsthand the power she wielded over his son. Joel slipped Anna back in her wheelchair and went over to the edge of the pool. James finished his laps and resurfaced.
 
   “Anna, you should come to training more often. There seems to be a whole other level of encouragement I could use.” Joel laughed. James appeared as if he could kill with a look as he splashed water at him.
 
   “Come on, Anna, I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day. We’ll see you at home,” Michael called out to James as he pushed Anna towards the exit. Anna blew him a kiss and then she was gone.
 
   “So,” Ian was still laughing. “You’ve got your girlfriend living with you and Daddy’s babysitting. That’s so sweet.” James was used to Ian acting up and being the class clown. That’s just who he was. Normally, James never bothered to think of a witty retort for Ian’s snarky comments, but today was different. “What’s the matter, chicken boy? You look like someone ruffled your feathers. Got something to say? Spit it out then.”
 
   “Anna’s not my girlfriend,” James snapped, unable to mask the annoyance.
 
   “What? She is so your girlfriend otherwise what’s your Dad doing with her? Don’t tell me I was right and she has moved on and is dating your father.” Ian had stopped mucking around and looked crestfallen.
 
   “She’s my fiancée,” James mumbled. None of the squad knew, only Joel had been told about the most recent development. It was strange in many ways. Australia knew that they were engaged yet James’s training squad had no idea. It was almost as if when they weren’t in the water they lived in a bubble so the world was locked out and nothing penetrated.
 
   “Excuse me. What was that?” Ian asked.
 
   “Anna’s my fiancée. We’re engaged.” James lifted his head up and smiled straight into Ian’s shocked face.
 
   “Oh, my god, man, that’s awesome. Congrats.” He bellowed as loud as he possibly could, which drew the attention of the entire team. “I can’t believe you’re getting married. That’s really great. I really am happy for you.” Within moments the congratulations were rolling in from team members, coaches, and even the pool staff.
 
   The old man, who had been running the pool since it opened years ago, said, “Saw your press conference and heard that you were engaged, but no one knew who the unlucky lady was. It was that little girl, the one we saw leaving with your dad, wasn’t it?” James just nodded proudly and accepted the pats on the back.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   A few weeks later Anna was feeling much better. After a visit to the doctor, she had been allowed to get rid of that horrid wheelchair and plaster cast. Instead she was fitted with a fibreglass cast and given crutches. Anna liked the idea of being able to move again. Her independence was back and she no longer had to rely on anyone to babysit her. She was once again mobile. James’s face lit up when he saw his fiancée with a beautiful dazzling smile on her face. 
 
   Sitting on the lounge, book in hand, Anna couldn’t help but grin when Diana came in carrying a large white box with a big blue bow wrapped around it. Diana’s eyes were alight with mischief. “Here you go, sweetheart.” She smiled, sliding the box into Anna’s lap.
 
   “Diana.” Anna’s heart melted. Everyone had been so nice to her while she was invading their home and now Diana was giving her yet another gift. “You didn’t have to do this. Thank you.”
 
   “Open it.” 
 
   Anna felt like a princess, a very spoilt princess. Carefully Anna untied the bow and opened the box. Anna was surprised by the heaviness in her lap. Removing the lid, Anna spied the pile of magazines. Bridal magazines. Absentmindedly she flipped through the pages—dresses, cakes, flowers, and anything else that could somehow have taffeta attached to it.
 
   “Diana, I can’t possibly thank you enough for…for everything,” Anna spluttered, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I hadn’t even started thinking about it, let alone planning a wedding. Thanks.” Anna felt better that she was at least telling the truth. It felt like an eternity since Anna had even felt like she’d been able to just tell the whole, honest truth. And the truth was she hadn’t even considered beginning to plan a wedding. It was too early. Anna felt like she’d barely had a chance to catch her breath. After all they hadn’t even been engaged that long, it wasn’t as if she was exactly dragging her feet. As a silent tear slipped down Anna’s cheek, James chose that moment to stroll through the door.
 
   He had just arrived home from some sponsorship meeting, looking sexy as hell but completely exhausted. “Oh, isn’t that sweet—my two favourite ladies together.” He grinned, leaning over the back of the lounge kissing his mother and Anna on the head. “What’s this?” he asked, picking up the bow off the ground.
 
   “Well,” Anna began, “your mother brought me a present.”
 
   “Where’s mine? Nah, just kidding.” James laughed. “What is it?” he asked, plonking himself down on the arm of the lounge. Anna didn’t answer, she just held up one of the magazines. 
 
   “So, which one have you picked?” James inquired, raising a quizzical eyebrow.
 
   “Excuse me?” Anna was startled. She hadn’t even thought about the wedding and now James was asking her which dress she wanted.
 
   Before Anna could summon an answer, Diana cut her off. “It’s tradition. You’re not allowed to know until she walks down the aisle and takes your breath away,” Diana stated matter-of-factly, grabbing a magazine. “Now my favourite son…”
 
   “I’m your only son,” James grumbled.
 
   “Yes, you are, so you’re the favourite. You know I love you but we have secret women’s business to attend to, so if you don’t mind…scat.” Diana waved her hand dismissively.
 
   “Fine! I can take a hint…” James protested.
 
   “Who has secret women’s business?” Renee questioned, gliding through the front door.
 
   “I’m definitely leaving. Love you.” He smiled, blowing Anna a kiss.
 
   Moments later Anna and Diana were perched at the kitchen table sipping steaming cups of coffee. Diana had her pen poised, ready to write down any and all decisions that Anna made. Renee was still ruffling through the kitchen cupboards in search of some chocolate biscuits. After all, it couldn’t be women’s business without chocolate. No decision ever made was a good one unless it was under the influence of chocolatey goodness. The table was covered in magazines, Renee’s wedding photos, and they had even managed to find some of Diana’s. The women had morphed into planning mode without batting an eyelash.
 
   “So, let’s start at the beginning. The date. When do you want to get married?” Diana’s face was full of excitement. She reminded Anna of an impatient child on Christmas Eve.
 
   “I don’t know. I need to talk to James about that sort of stuff.” Anna giggled happily.
 
   “Listen to me carefully, Anna. I am James’s mother and I love him more than life itself, but he can’t even decide whether he wants vegemite or jam on his toast in the morning. The only thing we need to consider on James’s behalf are the World Championships early next year.” Renee could barely hold herself together. She was laughing at her mother, who was finally admitting that perhaps her precious baby boy wasn’t perfect.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   All three women were laughing as James strode through the kitchen and dived headfirst into the fridge. “Watch this.” Renee smirked. “James, when do you want to get married?”
 
   “That’s a stupid question. I would be happy to get married today if it meant that I didn’t have to go through all the crap. I did the hard part. The rest is Anna’s decision,” James declared.
 
   “The hard part?” Renee enquired.
 
   “Yep, the hard part.” James grinned, pulling his head out of the fridge, half an apple hanging out of his mouth. “I convinced her to say yes!” James’s eyes gleamed and Anna felt heat rush to her cheeks.
 
   “Really, I don’t want a fuss. Can’t we just elope?” Anna suggested with a shrug.
 
   “Sounds good to me. Sunday work for you?”
 
   “Hell no!” Diana objected with a ferocity that stunned everyone. “The whole point of having a wedding is so everyone can fuss over you. On that day everything is perfect and it becomes a day the two of you will remember forever. That’s the point of a wedding. It’s the day you stop living two separate lives and start sharing one,” Diana lectured.
 
   “Hey, I have an idea. What do you think of this? We elope to some tropical island, get married by a reggae man with dreadlocks, and then party all night at the local Bikini Bar, sipping exotic cocktails that are filled with fruit and those tiny umbrellas. You can’t say that wouldn’t be memorable,” James tormented. Anna saw the mischief written all over his face. Anna knew that James loved nothing more than winding his mother up and watching her reaction. Shaking his head, James wandered outside and left them to argue over the details.
 
   Three hours later a completely overwhelmed and exhausted Anna emerged from a world of wedding dresses and flower arrangements. James had just finished mowing the lawn. He was all sweaty and covered by a thin layer of dirt. He was bare-chested and wandering aimlessly around the backyard. The sun bounced off his strong, glistening shoulders, making him look like some kind of Australian god. Anna’s mouth watered with want.
 
   “Well, well, well. It’s about bloody time you did some real work.” Anna laughed, hobbling towards him as she balanced on her crutches.
 
   “Listen here, Missy…” James grinned, sauntering towards her. Her mouth was dry. The swagger in his hips had her hypnotised. “I do real work all the time. In fact I, do more real work than you do.” James grinned his panty wetting smile as he picked her up and threw her over his shoulders effortlessly. “Now, you were saying what exactly?” 
 
   Wrapping her arms around James tightly, Anna was in her element. Any time she was encased in those arms she was in her happy place. Despite the scent of dirt and sweat and something purely masculine, Anna breathed in a deep breath. For the first time in weeks things felt like they were back to the way they were before, and Anna couldn’t even find the strength or the desire to pretend that she was anything less than ecstatic about it.
 
   “Umm, I forgot. Guess what?” Anna murmured, as her tongue snaked out and licked him behind his ear. Goosebumps covered James’s skin instantly but Anna knew it wasn’t from cold. She could feel the warmth of his skin beneath her hands and she knew he was burning up. “If we ever end up buying a house, I want to have the biggest backyard you’ve ever seen. Acreage even!”
 
   “Acreage? What the hell for?” James asked, confusion in his gravelly voice.
 
   “That way you can mow it all the time and look as damn sexy as you do right now,” Anna whispered, nibbling on his ear lobe. 
 
   “Firstly, it’s a matter of when, not if. And I can guarantee it we will have a huge backyard. But you, my darling, you can mow the lawn. With your shirt off,” James mumbled, distracted by the attention Anna was paying his ear. “Well, it is pretty hot out here this afternoon. I think I might just take a dip. Cool off.”
 
   “Okay, just put me down first.”
 
   “Put you down? No problem.” James laughed his evil, maniacal laugh. Anna knew he was up to no good but had no time to react. With a cackle, James tossed her into the pool. Anna landed with a flop. With a wink, James dived in right beside her, causing Anna to swallow a mouthful of salty water. Before long James and Anna were splashing about like carefree children without a care in the world. Things were back to normal. Life was back to normal. And Anna was ecstatic. Dancing on cloud nine was definitely an understated way of describing Anna’s current mood.
 
   Then without warning the moment was shattered. Diana was racing across the backyard screaming to James to come to the phone. Neither Anna nor James had heard her cries. They were too caught up in their own fun. “James! Phone. It’s Susie,” Diana panted breathlessly. With that, James felt his stomach plummet. He sprang out of the pool without missing a beat and ran inside. Diana helped Anna up the stairs and across the backyard before wrapping her in a towel.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Susie was Darnell’s nurse. Darnell was one James’s biggest fans, but he was so much more. He was James’s inspiration. He was James’s guiding light. He was James’s motivation. He was James’s conscience, but he was also James’s grandfather. A few years ago Darnell had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. After spending months trying and testing various care facilities, the heart breaking decision had been made that it was time for him to go into a nursing home. He’d only been in his new home barely a week when Darnell was struck down with a potentially fatal strain of pneumonia. With his already old and weakened immune system, it had almost killed him. That was two years ago now. But Darnell had always been a fighter. His strength and determination had helped him through the worst of it, even after the doctors had given up. His strength and persistence had faded and he had long ago accepted the inevitable. Death was coming—sooner rather than later. It was no longer a faraway possibility, it had become a reality. But Darnell was no longer scared of dying, but instead he insisted that dying was just a part of life. A part he was ready for when his time was up.
 
   With his death sentence hanging over his head, Darnell became obsessed with making the best out of the time he had left. He’d often sent letters to his grandson begging him to come and visit. James never once considered visiting his grandfather as a chore, but rather relished the opportunity. After only a few short visits, James and Darnell had become inseparable. James would disappear into the hospital for hours. They would play card games, talk, or just sit in silence and stare out the window. Hours would pass while they pondered the normality from which both men had been excluded. James would recount tales of all the exciting people he had met, the spectacular places he’d visited, and the amazing things he’d done. Darnell was always excited to hear news of James’s worldly adventures.
 
   When James made the Australian team to compete in the US, without hesitation he’d arranged for Darnell and Susie to fly over to watch. James was bubbling with unadulterated excitement at the thought of his best friend, an old man, battling a disease which would inevitably claim his memories, and being able to give him the opportunity to sit in the grandstand and be his greatest cheerleader. James had faced a lot in his short, action-packed life, but watching his headstrong grandfather struggle with reality, determined to make the most out of every day, gave him the strength to keep going. 
 
   Now Susie was on the phone and she was about to rock James’s stable world in a way he could never have prepared himself for, and in a way he would never recover from.
 
   “Hi, Susie,” James’s voice wavered.
 
   “James…” Susie was sobbing softly. James’s mind was spinning. 
 
   Shit! What the hell has happened? he thought. 
 
   “James…It’s Darnell.”
 
   “What’s happened, Susie? Just tell me!” James blurted out, sitting down on the edge of the table. Diana saw the raw emotions consuming James’s face. All of a sudden her son, who had barely moments ago been bouncing about in the pool like an innocent child with his fiancée, was now contorted with pain and fear. Diana sunk down next to him, intertwining her fingers with his. If he needed her she would be there, no matter the outcome. If he needed comforting, if he needed support, Diana would be right beside him, waiting patiently.
 
   “He…his body just gave up. He was just so sick and so tired but it’s over now. He just…he couldn’t fight any longer. I’m sorry, James, but Darnell’s gone,” Susie sobbed. 
 
   All of his worst fears had been confirmed. Darnell was gone; but they weren’t finished yet. He knew there was nothing he could do about it. And with that knowledge, James’s heart shattered.
 
   For the past year while James had been off winning medals, breaking records, and falling in love, Darnell had been breaking his own set of records. He broke the record for the number of times he’d cheated death. James had watched him as he deteriorated from a chubby old man to someone who could hide behind a signpost. Now he was gone and James felt more lost and more alone than he ever imagined possible.
 
   Nobody knew what to do or say. Anna watched helplessly as James’s heart broke. James didn’t speak; the shock had completely overwhelmed him. His body was numb and heavy. He just sat at the table, staring out the window. 
 
   After a few minutes of painful, stifling silence, James began to babble incoherently. Nothing he said made sense. Yet they all listened carefully, trying desperately to piece it together. James was lost in a sea of emotion. Although he pretended to be tough, it was all fake. James was as soft as a marshmallow. He’d always hoped for the best, hoped that he would get better but James couldn’t help but do everything he could to ignore reality. Diana had never seen James like this before. And for the first time everyone could see just how much his grandfather really meant to him.
 
   When Anna and James arrived hand in hand at the funeral two days later, James was battling fatigue and exhaustion. In the past few months James had ridden an emotional roller coaster. He had endured the highest of highs and the lowest of lows. He had faced and overcome every possible emotion life had thrown at him. Joy and sadness; pain and suffering; loss and heartache. Now he stood in silence trapped by his own thoughts. Despite the warmth of the sun shining down, James had donned his black suit and shirt. Anna wore a shapeless black dress as she stood dutifully beside James. Anna clung to James’s hand supportively and never once looked like she would let go. It was a small, intimate gathering of close friends and family. That was until the press arrived.
 
   James saw one man jump from his truck and grab his camera. “The nerve of those bastards. How dare they come here! Don’t they have any respect?” James bellowed. Anna recognised the pure hatred in his eyes and knew he was moments away from committing murder. Anna was forced to hold him back before he said or did something that would jeopardise everything he had worked so hard for.
 
   “Let them go. They’re just trying to get under your skin. Don’t let them win. Just forget about them and let’s get out of here,” Anna persuaded him, half dragging him toward the awaiting car. The drive home took forever. Maybe it was the eerie silence that dragged it out or perhaps it was the day’s events replaying over and over.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   The day after Darnell’s funeral, James threw himself back into full training. Even in death Darnell inspired James to train harder, race faster, and love more ferociously. James was training for six hours a day. He was swimming further, lifting more weights, and had even started taking yoga classes to increase his already superhuman flexibility. Anna had never seen James this dedicated. And as impressed as she was she couldn’t help but be nervous that he would overdo it and burn himself out before he even got to Manchester in six months. If Anna had gotten any say, James would have taken at least a few days’ break to mourn Darnell, to give him time to emotionally recover. But with so many people with hopes riding on him, weighing him down, Anna wasn’t delusional enough to believe James would ever agree. She couldn’t tell him how to cope with such an enormous loss. All she could do was be there for him.
 
   Days passed and James’s grief got worse. He kept regurgitating to Anna over and over that it was his fault. He should have done something to help him. He should have been there to look after him; to talk to him. James’s guilt was all-consuming and it was eating him alive. It didn’t matter what Anna said or did, nothing was getting through to him. James still couldn’t accept it. Maybe it was his pride that wouldn’t let him. Or maybe it was the pain that he had convinced himself that he deserved.
 
   “James, you couldn’t be there all the time. He didn’t want that for you. You know he didn’t.” Anna watched as James sobbed aimlessly. It broke Anna’s heart. 
 
   “But…I…should have been there, to look after him.”
 
   “James, you did look after him. And you looked after me when I needed you. You did a great job. Look at me. I’m walking with no cast and no crutches. You can’t even tell that I was all banged up and broken. But James, you can’t feel guilty. It will eat you alive. Not about this. There is no cure for Alzheimer’s. You know that. And until there is there is nothing anyone can do. Not even you.” Anna apologized as she watched James crumple into a ball in her lap. Ever since the news of Darnell’s death, James had ended every day like this—crying on Anna’s shoulder. It was the only place where he felt totally safe, free to fall apart and not be judged, to not be made to feel like a fool, free to be himself.
 
   Swallowing the lump in her throat, Anna turned to James. “I know this is the worst possible time to tell you this, but I’m going to move back into my flat tomorrow. I really am grateful to your parents for putting up with me, especially for this long, but its time I went home. You have to concentrate on your training. You have the World Championships coming up in a few months that you need to focus on.” Anna felt like the biggest bitch in the world. Here James was distraught over the loss of his grandfather and she drops a bomb on him that she is moving out. Nice one, Anna scolded herself silently.
 
   “Is that what you really want?” James eyes were full of unshed tears. Anna couldn’t believe that she had found yet another way to hurt the man she loved.
 
   “It’s what’s best. I’ll still see you every day. Promise. Things will be just like they were before. It won’t really make that much difference…”
 
   James snapped, “It will. Can’t you see that? Are you really that naïve that you don’t think this will change everything? Everything, Anna.” Anna had never seen James so angry. His gaze pierced her skin and burned her soul.
 
   Anna couldn’t wrap her head around his overly dramatic reaction. “What will it change? Besides my address, it won’t change anything. We’re still us.”
 
   “It will. I can’t believe you are being so stupid. Right now I get to come home from training every night and find you here waiting for me. I love knowing that when I get home there’s someone there for me, someone who’s looking forward to seeing me and someone I can’t wait to see. Once you’re back at your place I won’t have that. I know I’m being a selfish prick but that’s the truth. I want you to stay. I want you to stay for me. What is it that you don’t like? Don’t you like being here when I get home?”
 
   Guilt was a bitch. It was eating away at her. “You know I do, it’s just…we always knew that this was temporary. It was always just until I got myself back together. Now I feel better, and it’s time for me to go home, to sleep in my own bed. Please, try and understand. James, I love you and I love being here, but sleeping in your parents’ guest room isn’t the same as sleeping in my own bed. Your parents have been amazing and you know that I love them, but it’s time. Besides,” Anna said, throwing her arms around his neck dramatically, “once we’re married you will be so sick of me you’ll be packing my bags for me and begging me to move out.” Anna let out a sigh of relief. She had done it. Somehow she’d managed to make him smile. Something she hadn’t seen in a while. And it took her breath away.
 
   “Don’t bet on it, Princess,” James mumbled incoherently as he wrapped his arms around her waist.
 
   Reluctantly James nodded. “Come on, I’ll help you pack.” He placed a chaste kiss on her lips.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   For the first time since their engagement was announced things settled down and life felt like it was back to normal. Anna was back at school studying for exams while James lapped up and down the pool between meeting media and sponsorship commitments. They still saw each other every day, despite their different addresses. The hype surrounding their engagement faded and now they could just go out and have a good time without being hassled. Their lives were finally simple again, and Anna and James wanted nothing more than to exploit every moment. 
 
   James had what could only be described as the perfect preparation going into the Manchester World Championships. It was his first ever drama-free lead-in period to the competition, which Anna guessed made him even more nervous than ever. In the past he had faced drug slurs, broken bones, injuries, and even the odd crazed stalker, but this was so simple it was scary. James’s qualifying times were more than half a second better than anyone else in the two hundred metres freestyle, while his domination over four hundred metres was two and a half seconds clear of his nearest rival. For the first time in a long time everything felt like it had fallen into place.
 
   Anna was much the same. She was enjoying her studies and everything was going well. With the added bonus of James acting as her tutor in some subjects, it was an excuse for them to spend even more time together. All talk of the wedding had been put on hold until after the World Championships, giving James time to focus on what he needed to do. Win. Anna topped three out of her nine subjects and was pleasantly surprised. James was so proud of her and their lives seemed to be travelling along so well that, Anna being the cynic that she was, found herself waiting patiently for the bubble to burst.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Early one Wednesday morning James was rudely woken by his mobile phone blasting through the silence. Forcing his tired eyes open, he shot a look at the alarm clock on the other side of the room. It wasn’t even four-thirty yet and already his phone was buzzing. “Hello,” he mumbled sleepily.
 
   “Stay away from her,” the voice boomed down the phone.
 
   “Who is this?” James asked as he sat up, waking instantly.
 
   “Stay the fuck away,” the voice commanded before the line went dead.
 
   For the next few minutes James just sat there staring at the phone, waiting for it to ring again. But it didn’t. James was left staring at the silent phone, his knuckles white from the ferocity of his grip. As the thoughts kept turning over in his head about who it could be, or what they were on about, the alarm sounded and it was time to go to training.
 
   That morning he trained harder than he ever had before. It was almost as if he was trying to prove something. Joel watched on with bewilderment. He knew that something was bothering James but he didn’t know what or who was responsible. As James pushed himself harder and harder, the concern on Joel’s face deepened.
 
   When James ambled from the pool, completely exhausted, Joel called him over. “Hey James, come here.” 
 
   James stalked over quickly. He was anxious to get home and make sure that everything was still in its proper place. He knew it could have been a crank call but something somewhere deep inside him wouldn’t let him dismiss it. Wherever he looked he was right there. Every sound he heard was a voice warning him over and over and over again to leave her alone. And as much as he wanted to, James couldn’t shake the sneaking suspicion that it hadn’t been fake. It had been a genuine warning to stay away from her. 
 
   “James, you wanna tell me what’s up?” Joel asked.
 
   “What are you talking about? I trained pretty bloody hard today,” James snapped.
 
   “You worked harder than I’ve seen you work in a long time, but I want to know exactly what’s going on,” Joel said, sitting down on a bench.
 
   “Nothing,” James lied.
 
   “James, I am your coach, and more than that, I’m your friend. And you’re not a good liar, so don’t bullshit me, boy. Tell me the truth,” Joel coaxed.
 
   “It’s just that I got a really strange phone call this morning. I don’t know who it was, but they just kept warning me to ‘stay away from her,’” James admitted, making air quotes. “I don’t know where or how they got my number, but I do know that I sure as hell don’t like it.” James ran his fingers through his wet hair.
 
   “Have you spoken to Tim about it?”
 
   “Why does Tim need to know about some stupid phone call? He’s my manager, not my body guard. He doesn’t need to monitor my phone calls,” James reasoned.
 
   “Tell him. And Anna too,” Joel instructed.
 
   “Okay, I give. I’ll tell Tim, but I’m not going to worry Anna with this. She only just got her life back. I refuse to be responsible for destroying that. She can have her happiness,” James said, leaving no room for argument.
 
   “It’s your call, James. But remember Anna’s a smart cookie. She’ll notice that something’s bothering you. And she’ll ask questions. But the question you have to ask yourself is, are you willing to lie to her?”
 
   “What if I lie to her to protect her?”
 
   “James, you know Anna. She’s not some naïve, delicate flower. And you know that it doesn’t matter what your intentions are. If you lie to her, you’ve lied to her. There’s no other way to look at it. I know you would do anything in your power to protect her but you have to remember she’s not some helpless child. She’s going to be your wife. And marriage is sharing the good and the bad.” Joel sighed as James shook his head in defeat. “You better get a wriggle on; I know you’re meeting with Tim in half an hour. Scram.” Joel smiled, walking away. 
 
   “Thanks, Joel. See you this afternoon,” James called out but he had already vanished.
 
   James stumbled towards the car with a heavy heart. His head was telling him he should tell Anna but his heart wouldn’t let him ruin things for her. He wasn’t ready to do that unless it was the absolute last resort. As he drove through the traffic he tried to ignore the voice at the other end of the phone, the one that had invaded his head but he couldn’t shake it. He reached Tim’s office and took the stairs two at a time. James was already running late but he knew that Tim wouldn’t mind. He never did.
 
   “Come on in, James.” Tim waved distractedly as he continued to chat on the phone. After a finishing up his conversation, Tim dropped the phone into its cradle and turned his attention to James. “How was training?”
 
   “Long. Hard. Wet. How was your morning?” James inquired casually, lifting his feet onto Tim’s coffee table.
 
   “In a word, interesting,” Tim taunted, smacking James’s legs with a rolled up magazine. James dropped his feet back to the floor. “The organising committee of the World Championships wants you to go over a week early and help with promotion. It seems their own team doesn’t arouse any attention, but for some strange reason, you do,” Tim admitted, shrugging his shoulders.
 
   “But didn’t you say that months ago? I’m sure I remember you saying their promotional campaigns wouldn’t work. You guessed they would try and get someone to come in and save the day. What are my options?” James asked, dragging his hands across his face roughly. It was obvious by his flat tone that he was less than impressed with the prospect of going early.
 
   “Your options are easy. You can go early and be the hero. Have your photograph taken, make appearances, and sign autographs. Or you can stay home and head over with the rest of the team,” Tim explained. “James, I thought you would have already considered all of this. I mean, it was always on the cards. Why are you stalling on making a decision? What’s wrong? Is it Anna?” 
 
   “No, not at all. Anna’s great. And training is fine. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   “But…” 
 
   James was unable to hide the apprehension etched on his face. He’d never be able to convince Tim that everything was hunky dory. “Well, it’s just…I got this weird phone call this morning. I mean really early. I wasn’t even up for training yet,” James began. When he had explained the situation, Tim just stared at him blankly.
 
   “James, I didn’t want to worry you. You know, with everything that has been happening lately, I didn’t want to add to your stress.”
 
   “Tim! Spit it out,” James snapped, sitting up rigidly.
 
   “I have been receiving some pretty strange letters too. None are signed and they all basically say the same thing. They keep repeating for you to stay away from her,” Tim admitted.
 
   “What? How many?”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “Since your engagement was announced. Here,” Tim said, opening the bottom drawer of his desk and handing James a manila folder. 
 
   James took the folder and opened it slowly, unsure of what was awaiting him. Each letter was addressed directly to James and all demanded the same thing. They were all neatly typed and printed out on thick cream parchment paper.
 
   “What the fuck is this? Some kind of sick joke? ’Cause I’m sure as shit not fucking laughing,” James snapped. He hated the idea that he was fighting a faceless villain.
 
   “James, I didn’t tell you about these because I thought it would be a waste of worry on your part. But if it has escalated to the point where you are getting calls on your private mobile number, it’s time we get the police involved,” Tim suggested.
 
   “I don’t understand. Who am I staying away from? What does this maniac want?” James was pacing back and forth across the office, wringing his hands violently.
 
   “James, you’re not stupid. You know who they want you to stay away from. You just don’t want to admit it because as soon as you say it out loud, then it becomes real. I know you. It’s Anna. You know it and I know it.”
 
   “But why Anna? How do you know? It might not be her.”
 
   “Come on, James. Wake up.” Tim sighed heavily. “You announce that you’re engaged, you introduce her to the world, and then within days strange letters and threatening phone calls start arriving. James, don’t pretend to be an idiot. It doesn’t suit you. And now you know what you have to do. You have to tell Anna.”
 
   “No!” James shouted menacingly. “I can’t.”
 
   “James, she has to know. If someone out there is telling you to stay away from her there’s a reason. And if they are truly after Anna, she needs to know. She needs to know what’s going on so she to keep her eyes open. She’s in more danger if she’s kept in the dark. And even if you don’t want to admit it, you know I’m right,” Tim appealed to James’s sense of duty and his love of Anna.
 
   After a silence that felt like it would never end, James slumped down in the armchair and looked James straight in the eye. “Okay. I’ll tell her. You can let the police know. And let the English know I am unavailable. I’ll go with the rest of the team. And that isn’t up for debate,” James stated as he walked out of the office, slamming the door behind him. 
 
   James spent a long time that morning walking the streets just watching people passing, wondering who was turning his life upside down. After training late that afternoon he knew he couldn’t delay it any longer. With a heavy heart, he climbed into his car and headed towards Anna’s.
 
   On the day he wanted to delay the trip as much as possible, the day he wished for every red light, the world was against him. He pulled into a parking spot before he’d rehearsed his speech in his head. The reality of the situation was beginning to overwhelm him. He was being stalked. And somehow Anna had become collateral damage. With a few short words, and the flash of a picture he had dragged her into the spotlight, and in doing so he had put her in danger. Now someone wanted to hurt her and James was powerless to protect her.
 
   Walking up the pathway, James was caught in a dream when he ran collided with Anna. The surprise was evident in Anna face. “Hey!” She smiled as she jumped into his waiting arms.
 
   “Hey yourself. You heading out?” James asked.
 
   “Just grocery shopping. Nothing exciting. But you’re a much better offer.” Anna giggled, spinning around and leading him back into the building. Once they had flopped down in the old comfy chairs, Anna snuggled into his chest. “So, what can I do for you?”
 
   “We need to talk,” James grumbled, pulling away from her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   The first thought that went through Anna was sheer terror. She couldn’t help it. And she couldn’t stop it even if she wanted to. There was a harshness in James’s words that freaked her out. 
 
   “What is it? What’s going on?” she spluttered.
 
   Once James explained what was going on Anna was almost shivering. She had been shaken to the core by his revelation. She had never imagined she could become a target. When it finally sunk in, Anna leapt off the lounge and rang her parents. She didn’t know what else to do. Anna’s family were initially shocked to hear what was going on but quickly slipped into the practical problem solvers Anna knew them to be. Within minutes it had been arranged that Anna, James, and James’s family would escape to Anna’s parents place on the coast for a break. They would use it as a retreat, a place where they could relax out of the media’s watchful eye, and hopefully the letter writer’s as well. Despite the reasons for the hasty retreat, they were all silently looking forward to getting to know each other and relaxing at the same time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Along the sandy shores of the beach in the small coastal town hidden between the mountains and the forest, James and Anna acted like love struck teenagers. As the clouds rolled in with the afternoon storm, a thick blanket of mist consumed the horizon. Refusing to let the weather ruin her euphoric buzz, Anna swallowed. The little girl inside of her always associated a storm rolling in with the change that it would inevitably bring.
 
   Wrapping her arms even tighter around James’s shoulders, Anna buried her head in his neck. She was perched precariously on his back, her legs wrapped around his waist as he piggy backed her down the beach. The wind whipped the sea water into a fine spray, coating them both, but neither noticed. They were so caught up in just being together.
 
   Up ahead they could see a young family playing cricket on the water’s edge. Small children filled the rock pools searching for crabs, starfish and pretty shells. James laughed merrily as a young girl with strawberry blonde hair called to her mother, “Mum, Mum! Guess what I’ve found? I got a starfish. Quick, Mum! Come look.” James could see the giddy excitement in the child’s face as her mother rushed over to see.
 
   James looked at Anna, whose eyes were fixed on a small boy and his father building a sandcastle. The small freckle-faced boy was running up and down the beach carrying buckets of water. As they got closer to the sandcastle, the boy stopped and stared straight at them. His face changed in an instant, almost as if he had seen a ghost. Then, without another thought he dropped the bucket and pointed at James. “You’re James Thompson!” he stated, looking up at James, waiting for confirmation.
 
   The young boy had recognised James walking the beach. He couldn’t have been be any more than six or seven years old yet he still knew who James was. “That’s me,” James confirmed with a wide grin. “What’s your name?”
 
   The boy’s father saw his son shaking hands with a tall stranger and rushed over to intercept. It was an in-built reflex, like he half expected James to hurt his son. He ran across the beach and grabbed his son’s arms, yanking him out of James’s grasp, without even pausing to glance at James.
 
   “I thought I told you to never talk to strangers,” he began, already lecturing his son.
 
   “But Dad…” he was pleading, his eyes wide.
 
   “Don’t ‘but Dad’ me. You know better.”
 
   “Dad, I do know him. He’s James Thompson.” At that moment the boy’s father dropped his son’s hand, spun around, and stared straight into James’s face.
 
   His face fell with embarrassment. “Sorry, mate, I didn’t realise,” he confessed as he stole a look at Anna.
 
   James shook it off without hesitation or grudge. Extending his hand, James just offered him a casual smile. “It’s cool. I’m James and this is my fiancée, Anna.” Anna had gotten used to being introduced as his fiancée and still, after hearing it a thousand times, found it amusing and slightly odd.
 
   “Hi. I’m Paul. And I guess you’ve met my son, Jarred.” After a few minutes of talking and laughing, James and Anna continued their walk, although their mood had been lightened.
 
   There on the beach Anna had seen what families do. Build sandcastles, scour rock pools and run and laugh like nothing else mattered but that moment. This was the life that Anna never thought she would be able to have with James. As much as she loved him their lives had been so hectic right from the start that Anna had given up the notion that she and James would one day have a family of their own. But in that brief moment on the beach, Anna saw James’s eyes light up as he talked to that young boy. Anna knew it was the life that James never imagined he could have, but suddenly it seemed possible. And without even discussing it, she knew it was something they both wanted.
 
   “You were so great with that little boy and his father. Even if the father did look like he wanted to kill you.” Anna laughed.
 
   “I was, wasn’t I?” James murmured, wrapping his arm around Anna’s shoulders. “You know what was weird about that whole thing?”
 
   Anna just looked up at James with a puzzled look. “What?”
 
   “I actually understood how that father felt. I mean, think about it. All he saw was his son talking to a stranger and he lost it. I mean, with the way that things are these days, you never quite know what anyone is going to do. His first instinct was to protect his family. So that’s exactly what he did. Protect first, ask questions later. I admire him for that,” James explained thoughtfully.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve gone all clucky on me?” Anna teased, giving him a hug. “Let’s go home,” she nudged, leading him over the sand dunes.
 
   But before they left they paused on the dunes and looked back the way they’d come. The white waves were still crashing on the shore. The sun was disappearing on the horizon. The sky was turning red, then pink, then a cool and tranquil deep purple. As the day faded into twilight, the sea gulls fell silent and the night sounds took over. It was a magical time of the day, one both James and Anna enjoyed no matter where they were. The cool smooth silver of a dolphin’s dorsal fin cut through the water like a knife through butter. James and Anna watched as the dolphins begin to dance and leap out of the water, landing with a splat. Their playful antics continued as James and Anna disappeared through the shrubs and headed for home.
 
   Opening the front door of Anna’s parents’ place, they were ambushed by Kelley and Kate. Before they could take another step the two young girls had them blindfolded. With a mischievous cackle, they marched them through the house into the lounge and sat them down, leaving them with very strict instructions not to move or touch their blindfolds. Kelley was the look out. If they attempted to move or take off their blindfolds their lives would end, she threatened weakly. 
 
   After five minutes Anna and James were blindfolded and bored. Anna dropped her head into James’s lap. “Hey Missy! Careful with the goods,” he scolded.
 
   “Sorry,” Anna cooed back, reaching her hand up behind his head and pulling it towards hers.
 
   When they broke apart breathless moments later, Kelley coughed dramatically. “Excuse me, I’m still in the room!” she reminded them. Anna could just picture her sister trying to maintain her exasperation. Kelley would have her arms folded across her chest and her eyes would have rolled back in her head. It was the same pose that Kelley had every time she didn’t get her way.
 
   Embarrassed, Anna dropped her head back into James’s lap. Almost instantly his fingers were running though her hair. It was a small gesture but one that never failed to soothe her or make her sleepy. Unable to swallow her yawn, Anna snuggled further against James’s warm body.
 
   “Sleepy, Princess?” James asked, pushing a stray curl from her forehead.
 
   When Anna only managed a murmur reply, Kelley couldn’t stomach their PDA session anymore. “Get a room!” she muttered jealously.
 
   With one hand twisted through Anna’s hair, James began tracing lazy circles along her arm, leaving a trail of goose pimples behind him. Anna sighed but said nothing. The subtle changes in her body were unnoticeable to anyone but James. 
 
   “Seriously, Kelley, how much longer?” James breathed huskily.
 
   Anna wiggled in his arms. She was in hell. All her thoughts were quickly becoming R-rated and not only was she stuck in a room with her sister, but it was in her parents’ house.
 
   “Not long. Why?” Kelley asked, exasperated. Without missing a beat, James laughed. “’Cause I can think of much better ways to spend the afternoon with Anna, and trust me, I have absolutely no objections to keeping her blindfolded.” With a smirk James bent down and placed a chaste kiss on Anna’s neck before whispering, “Play along,” into her ear.
 
   Anna felt a blush consume her whole body. This is what this man did to her. He turned her to mush. James’s fingers skirted their way along the edge of Anna’s shirt before ducking under the hem. Anna’s breath hitched. With a wicked smile, James continued tracing patterns on her skin.
 
   “Oh my god!” Kelley exclaimed. “You two make me want to vomit.” James heard Kelley stomp across the room but managed to restrain his laughter until he heard the door slam.
 
   As Anna cracked up she managed to scold him, “That was so mean!”
 
   “To who?” James breathed against the back of Anna’s hand before dotting it with light kisses. “To Kelley…” another kiss, “or you?”
 
   Frustrated with her inability to form actual words, Anna growled. James chuckled with satisfaction. Anna knew James was enjoying driving her nuts. He loved getting under her skin. But Anna knew she wasn’t the only one that was affected. With James’s perfect body so close to hers, even if he didn’t want to admit it, Anna knew that he too was being tortured.
 
   James shifted awkwardly in his seat and Anna couldn’t refrain from exacting her revenge. “Feels like someone isn’t as immune as he would like to think he is!” She giggled, unable to contain the cute snort that followed.
 
   “You suck!” James snarled.
 
   “You wish!” Anna baited him. With a painful moan, James moved quickly, and before Anna had a chance to react, James was straddling her hips.
 
   “Get off!” she protested pathetically.
 
   “Hell no!” James retorted, grabbing both her wrists in one hand and pinning them above her head. Dropping a wet kiss on her neck, James ran his free hand down her side and began to tickle her ribs mercilessly. “You ready to say sorry yet?” he taunted.
 
   “What for?” Anna panted as she continued to squirm beneath him.
 
   “What for? Being mean to me,” James sniggered.
 
   “Or for pointing out the obvious?” Anna asked with a smirk, deliberately bumping his erection that was pressing into her stomach.
 
   With a snarl that emanated from the back of his throat, James relented, letting go of her arms and flattening his body on top of hers. “You really do hate me, woman!”
 
   Squashed beneath James, blindfolded, and aroused more than ever before, Anna wrapped her arms around James’s neck and pulled his face to hers. “I’m sorry I make things so hard for you,” she exhaled breathlessly before another fit of giggles consumed her.
 
   “Bitch!” James scolded, unable to stop himself from joining the laughter.
 
   They were so caught up in their own world that they didn’t hear the door open and someone walk in. “You guys are gross!” Kelley whined, snapping them back to attention. “You ready for your surprise or would you prefer to get a room?”
 
   “That’s an option?” Anna asked, shocking both her sister and fiancée.
 
   As James crawled off Anna, trying to conceal his obvious arousal, Kelley took them both by the hand. “Come on.” The boredom was evident in her tone as she pulled them to their feet.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Kelley led Anna and James to their chairs and told them to sit. They still couldn’t see what was happening but they could hear people moving about. James easily picked out the voices of his parents, Kate, Kelley, Lachlan, Kathryn, and Brandon, yet there were two voices he couldn’t place. That was everybody that was staying there and he was wondering who the other voices belonged to. One was a male voice, deep and husky, while the other was a soft, sensual feminine voice. The only question was who did they belong to?
 
   A minute later Kate and Kelley removed their blindfolds. Brandon and Kathryn’s backyard had been transformed into a romantic, magical paradise. The pergola had been covered in hundreds of tiny fairy lights, while the clothesline was covered in silver and turquoise balloons and streamers. The trees in the backyard had also been filled with the petite fairy lights. The table had been moved under the pergola and wrapped up in a turquoise tablecloth with silver napkins in napkin rings. The transformation was miraculous. The backyard normally looked like the typical Aussie backyard: a green square of grass in the middle, a gum tree standing proudly against the fence, with the clothesline in one corner and the barbecue in the other, but right now it could never be dismissed as simply a normal backyard.
 
   James’s eyes darted around, searching for the two unknown and mysterious voices. Then there they were, standing quietly in the corner of the yard. It was James’s sister Renee and her husband Ryan. Both families were complete and together. And this time it wasn’t tragedy that had brought them together. This time it was something special. It was a love that had united their two families.
 
   They sat and ate an incredible meal. Anna couldn’t work out how her mother had managed to pull this off. Kathryn had truly out done herself. It was a baked dinner with all the trimmings. Anna’s eyes darted about sweeping over dishes of baked potatoes, pumpkin, honey roasted carrots, beans, cauliflower drenched in creamy white sauce, and Anna’s favourite, sweet potato. Then as amazing as the vegetables smelt, the roast pork caught her attention. Anna was overwhelmed by the massive quantity of food spread before them, yet she was more surprised at the speed at which it vanished.
 
   Dinner was accompanied by normal dinner chatter and arguments. Anna and James’s parents sat discussing the weather and debating the advantages of living in a quiet coastal retreat in the middle of nowhere.
 
   “Diana, why can’t we live in a paradise like this?” Michael pouted.
 
   “Because we live in the middle of hell. It’s near the railway station and shopping centre. One day, when we retire, we will move to a town like this.” Diana relented.
 
   Kathryn and Brandon just laughed enthusiastically. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna watched in silence as her sister, Kate, flirted almost shamelessly with her fiancé. James looked over at Anna and winked. He knew what Kate was playing at and despite that, he continued to play along. Ever since the introduction of the two families, they had become friends almost instantly, which made everything easier for James and Anna. They had nowhere to hide, with the exception of their homes, and the truth was without the support of their families they never would have made it this far. Not to mention the upcoming wedding extravaganza they now had to plan.
 
   After Diana and Kathryn had cleared away the dishes, dessert was presented. A triple layered chocolate mud cake. It was the ultimate indulgence for James, who generally stuck to his strict diet. 
 
   The cogs in Anna’s mind were beginning to turn. They really are my new family. Anna had never considered it like that. For the first time, Anna felt completely safe. She knew that no matter what happened they would all be friends but she had never considered the fact they would be part of her family before.
 
   It seemed before the cake was even cut it was gone. The smell of strong coffee wafted across the backyard as they continued to laugh and talk. A few minutes later Anna realised that James had disappeared. Dropping her napkin back on the table, she left and went looking for him. Where else would he be, but with Kate nipping at his heels on the front driveway playing basketball. As the minutes passed, James didn’t seem to notice all the kids on the street gathering on the front lawn. For someone so athletic, James was amazingly uncoordinated. He was a pathetic basketball player but anyone watching could still see that he was letting Kate get the best of him.
 
   Anna smiled and wandered out to join the rest of the spectators. James had a cheer squad sitting there but he still hadn’t even noticed. Kate glanced over and saw them all sitting there, watching, almost in awe of her playing the champion one on one and winning. “Wanna play?” Kate asked the cheer squad.
 
   Almost simultaneously they jumped up. Hands shot up in the air from every direction. “Pick me! Pick me!” they all chanted.
 
   Within a few minutes the game, which was formerly one on one, was now six versus seven. Kate had cleverly picked teams with all the girls on James’s team so she could be the only one to guard him. James was just going along with whatever Kate decided. Besides, with Kate involved, there was no point arguing.
 
   “Okay,” Kate said. “On James’s team will be Sarah, Hannah, Gabrielle, Madison and Tara.” Anna was trying her best not to laugh as all the girls started gushing about being on James’s team. She wasn’t jealous; she was simply stunned by their reaction. “On my team will be Ben, Andrew, Braith, Adam, David and Nate. Any complaints and you don’t play. Let’s do this.” Kate picked up the ball and headed back towards the ring.
 
   James was being a pain as usual when he started to bitch. “Hang on. I have a complaint. You have one more person on your team more than me,” He was doing his best to hold onto a straight face but was failing miserably.
 
   “Too bad! Suck it up, Princess. Put on your big boy panties and just play!” Kate commanded.
 
   A few moments later the game was in full swing and more competitive than ever before. They were defending and blocking, shooting and dribbling. James’s team was down by about ten points almost instantly. The girls couldn’t stop whispering and giggling and not one of them could catch a ball. One tried and broke a nail before storming off, tears streaming down her face. Anna just sat on the lawn laughing. She had been delegated the job of ‘official scorekeeper.’ Kate had convinced her that this was the perfect job for her because she would have to remain impartial. Her sister was on one team and her fiancé on the other.
 
   The laughter that floated through the night air had drawn Diana, Brandon, Kathryn, Kelley, Lachlan and Michael from the backyard. Now they were watching intently as the game unfolded. The boys on Kate’s team were trying desperately to guard James. Despite their efforts they had little success. James was just too tall for them. Everything was going well; they were all having a great time. Then everything changed.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James jumped up to catch the ball and when he landed his ankle forgot to catch him. His right ankle went out from under him and he fell heavily with a loud thump on the dusty concrete. Anna didn’t move. Diana and Michael’s face fell pale. It felt like hours had passed and James hadn’t as much as moved a muscle. A completely innocuous and innocent action left the front yard silenced. As James jumped to make the shot he spun to ensure he missed Nate as he landed and now the boy had silent tears streaming down his face.
 
   As if everything was happening in slow motion, Anna sprung up and raced to his side. She accidentally ran Madison over as she tried to get to James, who was lying helpless on the ground. As gently as possible she rolled him onto his back. The agony was etched into his face. His eyes were full of unshed tears, his lip was trembling. Anna read the fear in James face. He wasn’t stupid, although in this moment Anna couldn’t help but wish he was. They didn’t need to speak the words aloud to both realise what this could do to his World Championship campaign. Kids who only moments ago had been laughing and playing without a care in the world were now watching as one of their idols lie motionless on the driveway clutching at his swelling ankle.
 
   “Anna…my ankle. It’s fucked,” James blubbered.
 
   As the words registered in Anna’s brain her heart broke. All she could see was the broken man in front of her, his dreams in tatters and his strength barely hanging by a thread.
 
   It was as if James’s simple pain-filled words jolted everyone to action. Suddenly everything was happening all at once. Kathryn came racing out with a tea towel full of ice. Diana backed the car up as close as she could without running over her injured son. Michael and Brandon lifted James into the backseat of the land cruiser. Anna scampered in beside him and held the ice to his ankle, and as soon as he was secure, Diana headed down the driveway.
 
   “I’ll ring the hospital and let them know that you’re on your way,” Kathryn called out after them.
 
   Kate’s eyes filled with guilt. She started to sob, “It’s all my fault. If he weren’t playing that stupid game, he wouldn’t have hurt himself. What if he can’t swim anymore? It’s all my fault,” Kate spluttered between gut wrenching sobs.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake, for once in your life, it’s not about you, Kate,” Kelley chastised her sister.
 
   Michael tried his best to reassure Kate. “It’s not your fault, Katie. It was only a game. He plays all the time. You couldn’t have known that he would get hurt. He’ll be okay. He will swim, you’ll see,” Michael stated as firmly as he could muster. But there was distrust in his eyes. It was obvious to anyone who dared to look close enough that even he didn’t know how far he was stretching the truth. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   James was rushed straight through for an x-ray as soon as they arrived without even pausing at admissions. Anna and Diana paced nervously in the waiting room for news, any news. Good, bad, or indifferent, they really didn’t care. They just wanted someone to tell them something. But nothing came. The doctor walked straight past them and into James’s room without as much as a glance in their direction. Nurses emerged with dejected faces. None of the signs looked promising. If possible they looked like they were getting even gloomier. Anna was fizzing with impatience. News spread around the hospital like wildfire that James was in emergency and soon the waiting room began filling.
 
   A young nurse came out of the room. “Mrs. Thompson, Ms. White?” she enquired, looking more than a little lost and overwhelmed. She was a tall scraggly looking woman. Her long blonde hair was in disarray, flowing in glorious golden abandon over her shoulder. Her thin white apron wasn’t doing much to hide the soft, feminine curves of her body. She stood, hands on hips, as her eyes darted around the waiting room searching for the women.
 
   Anna shot a worried glance at Diana. Together they anxiously stood up. Diana clutched at Anna’s hand. Anna gave it a quick squeeze. Anna knew James. And she knew that he wouldn’t let this minor setback derail him. James was stubborn if nothing else. He wouldn’t give up. Not now. Not when he was so close. “Can you please follow me?” the bouncy young nurse invited.
 
   Hand in hand, Diana and Anna navigated their way through the corridors and into the room. James lay motionless on the bed; his face told the story of heartbreak and dejection. Anna couldn’t help herself. She ambled over and perched herself on the edge of James’s bed; Diana stood quietly, barely in the door. Wrapping her hand in James’s, the warmth there gave Anna the courage to breathe for the first time. But in the same moment that Anna felt like she had regained her bearings she risked a glance at Diana. Something was off. She could feel it. The desperation and worry that had consumed Diana on the drive had faded and in its place was a sadness that Anna didn’t understand. 
 
   “Sweetie.” Anna brushed the hair off his forehead. “What’s the verdict? You okay?” The desperation was obvious as Anna tried to fight back tears. She was praying that he was okay.
 
   James turned his head and looked at Anna directly. “I’m gonna be fine. I’ve just rolled my ankle. If I keep off it for a few days and rest up it shouldn’t even affect my campaign,” James explained as a smile of relief crept across his face.
 
   Diana let out a heavy sigh. “That’s great news, honey. I’ll go and ring the others and let them know the good news.” Diana gave him a quick kiss on his forehead before vanishing out the door.
 
   The blonde nurse told them that she would go find him a pair of crutches, and then Anna could take him home.
 
   Once they were alone Anna’s tears surfaced. “Thank god you’re okay. I have never been so scared in my life. You do realise that you are officially banned from playing basketball, especially with my sister. Forever,” Anna laughed, giving James a hug so tight it almost cut off his circulation.
 
   “Hey, hey,” James murmured, lifting her head up to his face. “I’m fine. Don’t worry. Everything is going to be okay. But you, my dear, are just going to have to be at my beck and call for the next couple of weeks,” he reaffirmed with a smirk.
 
   “Weeks?”
 
   “Yep–weeks.”
 
   “Really?” Anna raised a quizzical eyebrow.
 
   “Okay, maybe days,” James conceded.
 
   “I think I can manage that.” Anna sniffed, wiping at her face.
 
   A few minutes later the nurse reappeared with a set of crutches, which she adjusted awkwardly to accommodate James’s towering height. After signing a few autographs, Anna led him out of the hospital and helped him into the car. Diana was more than happy to get as far away from the hospital as quickly as possible.
 
   “Let’s go home,” Diana said, turning out of the hospital car park.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Joel
 
    
 
   When the news reached Joel he was sent spinning. The first he heard of it was when a news bulletin broke the silence announcing, “James Thompson has been admitted to hospital only a week before he was due to fly out to represent Australia at the upcoming World Championships in Manchester.” Before the bulletin had even finished, Joel was pacing the room, trying desperately to get Anna on the phone.
 
   “Anna! What the hell happened? Is he okay?” Joel’s heart was racing. He knew how much James loved the opportunity to represent his country and race with the best of the best. 
 
   “Joel, breathe…just breathe. He’s fine. It’s just a sprained ankle. As long as he listens to the doctor and keeps off it he’ll be fine.” Anna’s tone was firm and reassuring.
 
   Joel let out the breath he didn’t realise he was holding. “Thank fuck. Can you handle him? Make him stay in bed for a few days.”
 
   “No probs. I have my ways,” Anna giggled.
 
   “I do not want details.” Joel laughed, before wishing her good luck and hanging up.
 
   Joel was strangely happy with his star swimmer’s injury. He knew that whenever James was coming into a major competition he tended to push himself too hard, but now, with James bedridden, he could use the time to prepare himself mentally for the upcoming battles. A week before most major competitions Joel would try and wrap James in cotton wool. He would do anything in his power to protect him from anything and everything that threatened. He had never successfully achieved this but now, with James stuck in a bed on doctor’s orders, he hoped maybe this time he would be able to accomplish it, especially with Anna on his side. Even if James refused to see it, or admit it, Anna controlled his every move.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   The next morning they packed up the car and bid farewell to Anna’s family. James apologised almost non-stop for ruining the dinner and making Kate feel so guilty for his injury. After assuring and reassuring her that it was an accident they headed home.
 
   James was the world’s worst patient. After attempting to look after him for less than twenty-four hours, Anna was ready to strangle him. He flat out refused to do anything he was supposed to. Anna told him he was to stay in bed and watch television and she would wait on him hand and foot, but that was too much to ask. James was the most stubborn person Anna had ever met, and now he was acting like a child. The moment he was told not to do something he would go out of his way to do it.
 
   “Would you please at least try to be good and behave yourself or else I’ll have to—” Anna negotiated.
 
   “Or else you’ll what?” James baited her. 
 
   “Or else I’ll have to—damn it. I hate you! You know that I can’t do anything to you. You’re such a pain in the ass.” Anna laughed as she clambered up on the bed next to him.
 
   “No, you don’t. You love me, admit it,” James taunted, pulling Anna over so that she was now lying with her head resting on his chest.
 
   The next few days were uneventful. Anna and James spent most of their time together, cocooned in their own little bubble. James knew Anna wasn’t coming to Manchester to see him compete. She had commitments she needed to keep. She had to go back to school and finish her studies. She had missed so much already, and as much as Anna wanted to go, now was just not the time for her to start tripping around the world. Despite his disappointment, James understood and accepted it.
 
   The day he was due to fly out, Anna was up before dawn and at James’s house. He was already awake, it was almost as if he knew the exact moment that Anna would breeze through his front door. Dawn hadn’t broken yet and the grass was covered in a light blanket of dew. The day was innocent, the air was clean and crisp, and Anna took a deep breath before knocking on James’s front door.
 
   As soon as she knocked the door sprung open and James yanked her inside enthusiastically. Diana and Michael sat at the kitchen table eating breakfast, while they laughed at James’s erratic behaviour. They had never seen him so anxious to see somebody in his life. He was acting like a caged lion. It was in those moments, that it was obvious to anyone watching just how big of a part Anna played in James’s life. He was well and truly gone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   “Morning, Anna,” Diana said pleasantly, pouring her a cup of coffee. Anna sat down beside Michael silently and sipped it slowly. She was too scared to speak. It was like no matter which words Anna chose, they could never convey what she really wanted to say. James would be gone for just over four and a half weeks. It’s only thirty-two days, Anna kept reminding herself. It was her coping mechanism, especially at the airport. The conversation was lively between the four, yet Anna seemed distant and not her normal chirpy self.
 
   “James, have you finished packing?” Diana asked. Glances were exchanged knowingly. James never packed until the absolute last moment. But now with only six hours left before he boarded the plane, time was running out.
 
   “Fine. I’ll do it now, okay?” James whined. “Come and help me?” he asked, pulling Anna from her chair.
 
   “Be there in a second.” She smiled, looking up into his dazzling eyes. After James left the room the fake happiness faded from Anna’s face and misery consumed her. She glanced at Michael and Diana, who were both watching her intently, waiting for her to speak or waiting for her to cry, they weren’t really sure what would come first. “Look after him for me, please,” she pleaded. Her eyes were so filled with pain that Diana couldn’t understand.
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Michael pledged her, wrapping his arms around her. “He’ll be back in your arms, safe and sound, in thirty-two short days. Promise.” Anna could tell by the genuine expression on his face that Michael meant every word.
 
   “Thank you.” Anna exhaled as a tear ran down her cheek. “I’d better go and help him. Otherwise he’ll be in England before he realises that he didn’t pack any socks.” Anna smiled tightly and disappeared out the door.
 
   Diana and Michael just watched her disappear. “She really does make him happy, doesn’t she? Thank god someone is going to be able to look after him. He’s my son, and I love him. I really do. But you and I both know that he’d never manage it on his own,” Diana confessed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   In James’s bedroom, Anna perched herself on the bed and picked at her fingernails, watching him fill his suitcase. James haphazardly tossed jeans, shirts, underwear, and towels in the direction of his suitcase. Most ended up piled up on the floor beside his suitcase rather than in it. Ten minutes later it was bulging so much that it wouldn’t shut. He glanced over at Anna, who was by now in a trance. He saw in her face how much she would miss him and it dawned on him just how much he would miss her too.
 
   “It’s not for that long, Princess.” James forced himself to sound upbeat and positive, even if he was faking it. He needed Anna to believe that everything was okay. “The way I figure it, if we have somehow managed to survive everything that has happened in the past few months, another couple of weeks will be a piece of cake. And when I get home, Princess, you and I are going to get married and get our happily ever after.”
 
   “You sound very sure of yourself.”
 
   “I am. Four weeks and then we will be together. Forever.”
 
   “Forever. Four weeks just seems like such a long time. But I don’t want you to worry about me. I’m fine. I’m just being a baby. Let’s just get you packed so you can make your plane,” Anna admitted, wiping the tears from her eyes.
 
   “Come here.” James pulled her into his arms. “I can’t wait to marry you,” he confessed as he buried his face in her hair.
 
   “You better believe it!” Anna giggled, tipping his suitcase upside down. “You’re worse than a damn woman when you pack.” Anna took charge of the packing and twenty minutes later his suitcase was neatly zipped.
 
   Wandering downstairs, Anna grabbed another cup of coffee while James quickly demolished a banana. Caffeine seemed to be the only thing keeping Anna going. Despite the fact that they were both so used to getting up in the early hours of the morning, for some reason they both appeared as though they were moving at the speed of a snail. Or, if at all possible, backwards. The only thing they wanted to do was fall asleep and pretend the world outside didn’t exist. Hand in hand, enveloped by a thick melancholy silence, they walked outside and sat by the pool, dangling their feet in the water.
 
   The sun was beginning to rise as the sky was painted fiery oranges and the first rays of warmth touched their cheeks. Both James and Anna were too scared to speak. They both knew that it was only four weeks and with how crazy the past couple of weeks had been a break was something they should be looking forward to, time to regroup, time to breathe, but for some reason it seemed to be hanging over them like a death sentence. There was so much doom and gloom that James began to think the tension would suffocate him.
 
   “Princess. It’s okay. I promise.” James knew without a doubt that he would go to the ends of the earth to make sure Anna was okay. “Besides with me out of your hair, you’ll have plenty of time to finish organising this wedding of ours.” James smiled, snaking his arm around her waist.
 
   “My god! I haven’t even started,” Anna confessed. James was sent spinning into a state of shock. He thought for sure that between Anna, Kathryn, and Diana this wedding would be all finalised by now.
 
   “What?” James exclaimed, sharper than he had intended. He felt as though Anna had stabbed him in the heart. For no reason at all a jolt of amazement and loss shot through him.
 
   “Honestly, I haven’t even started. I haven’t picked out a dress, or flowers, or a cake, or even the colour theme. We haven’t even set a date yet! There was no rush to organise invitations and a reception. I just haven’t gotten there yet,” Anna confessed timidly.
 
   “I’m starting to wonder whether or not you actually want to be married or if you just want to stay engaged forever. Because really, I thought I made myself perfectly clear, Anna. I want to marry you! I don’t want to just be engaged. For me being engaged is just a means to an end. It’s a stepping stone. But it looks like you don’t even want to take the next step.” All of James’s hurt and frustration gushed out.
 
   “How can you even think that? I want to marry you. More than you can possibly imagine. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. From the first moment you asked me out I’ve wanted to marry you. And maybe even before that. But right now, I don’t want to fight with you. Please don’t do this. Please, James,” Anna begged. 
 
   As much as James knew that now wasn’t the time to pick a fight, he couldn’t help himself. “No! Let’s do this now. If you want to marry me as much as you claim, then tell me why the hell you haven’t started planning yet?” James was so angry and he was taking it out on Anna. He was using her to work out his frustrations and it didn’t seem to matter that he knew it was cruel, the horrible, hurtful words just kept coming.
 
   “If you really want to know, the truth is I don’t want a big wedding. I never have. I wasn’t one of those young prissy fifteen years old girls who planned their wedding down to the last detail. I just need some time to decide exactly what it is that I want. This is supposed to be the most memorable and magical day of our lives. I want it to be perfect.” Anna eyes were heavy with unshed tears. 
 
   James felt like an arse. He could see the gut-wrenching pain and relentless fears reflected in Anna’s wide eyes. Knowing he was responsible for the misery he softened instantly. “So, what do you want?”
 
   “That’s the thing, I don’t know,” Anna confessed as the dam broke and the tears trickled down her cheeks.
 
   “Well, I guess you have four weeks to figure it out, don’t you? I think you should go. I have a flight to catch so I better get moving.” James jumped to his feet, pulling Anna up with him before he unceremoniously walked her to the door. “I guess I’ll see you when I get back,” he snapped coldly, slamming the door in her face.
 
   James’s fury had more than doubled as he stormed through the house. He couldn’t understand what the hell Anna was up to. She had him spinning, and not just off his axis. More like a tornado sweeping through his life. First she had left him, saying that he deserved better, then after all of the mess had finally settled down she still hadn’t even begun planning their wedding, something she claimed meant more to her than anything. Every moment they spent together Anna kept assuring him that she loved him. It baffled him.
 
   “Where’s Anna?” Michael asked.
 
   “She left,” James snapped.
 
   “What? Where did she go?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Home, I guess.” James was already storming up the stairs two at a time.
 
   “James! What did you do?”
 
   “Nothing! If Anna doesn’t want to marry me, then she shouldn’t waste her time coming to the airport,” James growled, slamming his bedroom door in his father’s face.
 
   “James, you truly are an idiot. That girl loves you. And you sent her packing—moments before you leave the country. Have you even thought about what you’ve done? Go and apologise. You only have fifteen minutes before we have to leave,” Michael commanded, forcing his way into his snarly son’s bedroom.
 
   “No, Dad. If she doesn’t want to marry me, I’m not going to chase her. I’ve done enough chasing. I’m over it,” James shouted. 
 
   “Bullshit!” Michael countered.
 
   “Leave it alone, Dad,” James warned.
 
   “James, stop being so damn pig-headed. Pull your head out of your arse and own up to the fact that you fucked up,” Michael spoke to the closed door. 
 
   James’s childish temper tantrums meant they were late arriving at the airport to meet the others. Joel had already melted into panic mode. He was convinced James was going to be a no show. Diana and Michael strode over purposely and joined the rest of the group preparing to head out. In the years since James had made his first Australian team, Diana and Michael had become great friends with some of the other parents. They had a common understanding. They all knew the day to day pressures their children faced, and they would all support each other no matter the outcome. James stood back from the others, his bad mood still radiating from every pore. His silence only drew more attention to him.
 
   “Where’s Anna?” Ian asked, confused.
 
   “I have no idea what the hell Anna’s doing,” James voice fractured the silence.
 
   Ian turned to the rest of the squad members and chuckled. “Someone got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning! Or the wrong bed!”
 
   A few hours later James sat lifelessly on the plane. He still hadn’t spoken a word. He was letting it eat away at him. Why had he left things with Anna like that? He’d been hurt. But that was no excuse. He was still so angry that he wouldn’t let himself accept that he might have made a mistake. By the time he got off the plane, James still hadn’t calmed. He was still ropable. If anything, the more time he spent stewing on their argument and the more times he twisted it around and around in his mind the more he became convinced he was right.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna had never felt so lost and alone in her entire life. The hopelessness and hurt was palpable. Never had words cut her so deeply and left such deep, ugly scars. She knew without a doubt that she loved James with everything she was, so it was a complete mystery as to why she hadn’t even made a start on her wedding plans. It was every girl’s dream to have the perfect wedding, but for some reason she just couldn’t get into it. It just wasn’t her. But losing James was something else entirely. 
 
   She spent the day walking around her apartment in a daze. Every time the phone rang Anna couldn’t help but jump, hoping and praying that it was James so she could apologise. She was desperate to apologise for everything she said and everything that she didn’t say. But still, he didn’t call.
 
   “I can’t spend the next four weeks traipsing around feeling sorry for myself. I’m going to plan this damn wedding before he gets home if it kills me. Then I’m going to drag his ass to the church.” Anna tried pumping herself up. Then she got on the phone all afternoon. Her first phone call was to Renee. With her help this wedding could be organised and ready to go in five short weeks. Renee knew James’s family and friends. She knew who he would want there and who he wouldn’t. And Renee knew how Anna could make this a very special day for both of them.
 
   An hour later Renee had taken charge and was in full planning mode. They had so much to organise in so little time. Renee handed Anna a list. She was calling caterers and churches, florists and car hire. By two o’clock that afternoon, with both women totally exhausted mentally and physically, they headed into Anna’s nightmare. Anna had to face the dreaded bridal store. She had to find a dress. It needed to be perfect. Classy yet sexy. Understated but elegant. Anna was a simple girl with simple tastes. And even though it was her wedding day, she needed to feel like she was still in there somewhere.
 
   A fatigued Anna collapsed into bed that night. Her mind was still whirling a million miles an hour. Her heart was beating faster than a drum. All she wanted to do was sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come. Anna had one of the worst days in her life and it kept spiralling. 
 
   When Anna had arrived home earlier on in the afternoon, she found a note pushed under her door. A single sheet of cream coloured paper, covered in scratchy handwriting. At first Anna thought it could be as simple as a neighbour informing her about something that was going on in the building, but when she unfolded the paper she knew instantly what it was.
 
   Another threat. Just like the ones James had already received. 
 
    
 
   Tell him to stay away from you or he will pay the ultimate price.
 
    
 
   Anna had never been more terrified. James was a world away. This time she had to face this on her own. Anna began to shake. Her hands trembled and her knees felt weak beneath her. Not trusting her legs to hold her, Anna sunk onto the thick red rug and wrung her hands absentmindedly. She was unable to think clearly. She ran to the phone and dialled Renee’s number. On the third attempt, it connected.
 
   “Renee! Renee!”
 
   “Anna? Is that you?” Ryan asked.
 
   “Where’s…where’s Renee?” Anna barely managed to blurt out.
 
   “She’s out. What’s the matter, Anna? What’s wrong?” Ryan soothed.
 
   “Someone’s been here,” Anna panted frantically down the phone.
 
   “Stay there. I’m on my way,” Ryan directed firmly. He quickly shot a text message to Renee.
 
   Anna was scared. More scared than she ever imagined possible. Someone was after her. And it made her violently ill at the thought that they would hurt James to get at her. Or maybe it was as simple as someone wanting to scare the living daylights out of her. And if that was their aim, then it worked. Anna was terrified. She sat slumped on the rug in the middle of the room, her arms wrapped around her legs, trying to make herself as small as possible. In her left hand she held the phone, while in her right a photo of her and James during happier times.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James fell into bed late that afternoon suffering a serious case of jetlag. When he eventually surfaced the next morning, his worst nightmare had become reality. James realised he was wrong. He shouldn’t have snapped at Anna. He finally got it. He understood where she was coming from. And with that, came the dizzying realisation that he was being a complete jerk. Unfortunately for James, his morning was only just beginning. As soon as he set foot outside the front door of his hotel, the entire English press was waiting. Overnight, one of the other coaches had made claims that James was using performance enhancing drugs.
 
   This can’t be fucking real, James swore to himself. On top of everything else, he had to face drug allegations as well. Could things get any worse? Side stepping the press, James slipped back inside and started to ring everyone that he would need to help deal with this. Taking the stairs two at a time, Joel burst into James’s room, still wearing his pyjamas. Diana and Michael were standing there before he even picked up the phone and Tim raced through the door, making vain attempts to calm everyone.
 
   Despite all the commotion, all James could think of was how horrible he had been to Anna and how much he wished she were here with him right now. He was trying to get to the phone. Pushing past his parents, James seized it and vanished into the other room.
 
   “What are you doing?” Diana had never really questioned her son, but now with drug allegations floating about, one simple phone call to the wrong person could make everything even worse, if that was at all possible.
 
   “Calling Anna. I need to talk to her,” James pronounced, slamming the door in an attempt to get some privacy. He wasn’t too proud to grovel, but that didn’t mean he wanted witnesses either.
 
   “Come on, pick up the phone, Anna. Pick up,” James begged. The phone continued to ring. Soon enough it rang out. “Damn it, Anna. Where the fuck are you?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Ryan must have literally flown across town. He was there within half an hour and Anna had never been more grateful. With trembling hands she handed Ryan the letter and explained about the others that had been sent to James. Ryan was mystified and livid at the whole situation. He couldn’t comprehend that there was some sick person out there doing this to them. Ryan kept promising Anna that she was safe. He promised that nothing could harm her, but Anna couldn’t let herself believe it. 
 
   Ryan stayed with her most of the night. Despite Anna’s reassurances that she would be fine, Ryan refused to leave.
 
   “I’m okay, promise,” Anna tried.
 
   Shaking his head, Ryan just looked into Anna’s tired eyes and Anna felt it in her stomach. It was like he could see right through her and that terrified Anna more than the thought of a possible stalker. “Anna, give it up, sweetheart. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “But Renee…”
 
   “Renee knows exactly where I am. And don’t fool yourself. You think if I went home now and left you alone I wouldn’t get my butt kicked?”
 
   Anna couldn’t help but smile. Ryan never failed to make her see the bright side and right when she needed it the most, he didn’t fail. “Renee’s not scary.”
 
   “You reckon?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a softy at heart,” Anna assured him.
 
   “She might be. But her brother isn’t, especially when it comes to you, Princess.” Ryan winked knowingly, sending a swarm of butterflies deep in Anna’s stomach.
 
   Defeated, Anna gave in. She was beyond tired and everything ached. Her feet were red and sore from an entire day of shopping. Stumbling to her feet she ran herself a scalding, vanilla scented bubble bath and poured a glass of red wine. After lighting a few candles and plugging in her iPod she finally let herself relax and forget about everything.
 
   When she emerged an hour later, her hair was sopping wet, her legs were red from the scalding water, and her face had been scrubbed within an inch of its life. She poured more wine and curled up on the lounge. Ryan sat back in the recliner watching Anna like a hawk. His eyes never wavered. Anna noticed the fear in his face, but didn’t call him out on it. There was no point. She’d barely gotten comfortable when a break in the show Ryan had been watching caught Anna’s attention. And then there he was. James had been accused of being a drug cheat. The way the story was being portrayed, they had already declared James guilty. The English press were playing judge, jury, and executioner. She watched on intently as they shamelessly attacked him.
 
   “Can this day get any worse?” a deflated Anna asked Ryan.
 
   “Don’t ask. You never know what’s going to happen next.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Anna corrected him.
 
   Before Ryan knew what to do or say Anna was stuffing clothes into a bag. She was headed to England and no one would stop her. She didn’t even pause to remember the fight that she had with James. That meant nothing now. He was accused of being a cheat and Anna knew the truth. James had always been a crusader against drugs. The idea that some athletes would go to any length to win disgusted him. It completely compromised what the sport was really about. But more than that, Anna knew that James was absolutely terrified of needles. He was petrified of them. So there was no conceivable way that he would or could stick himself with a needle just to help himself win. He didn’t need them. James just worked longer and harder than anyone else, and the rewards just kept coming.
 
   Half an hour after the broadcast, Anna was in a taxi on her way to the airport. Her flight left in an hour. Soon enough she would be in London standing beside him. No matter what happened or what anyone said, they could handle it together. And they would. Anna sighed to herself as she remembered just how manipulative and invasive the English press could be. Two weeks after James had announced their engagement; it made the news in the UK, or at least the trashy UK tabloids. It wasn’t long after they began digging through their lives. It was Anna’s rude introduction to celebrity. The biggest complaint they had was Anna had no dirt to dig up. They made deplorable attempts to talk to her family and friends yet they still came up empty-handed. The only thing they found was Anna had dated the same boy at high school for three years—Grant—and they had a rather messy break up. They even contacted Grant and tried to bribe him into talking. Thankfully he remained silent. 
 
   Anna rang Renee from the back of her taxi. “Hey, Renee.”
 
   “Hey! I was just going to call you. Have you seen what’s happening over there? Can Europeans be any more stupid? It’s painfully obvious they don’t know James at all. He has already rung me three times trying to find out where you are and why you aren’t answering. He’s trying to find you. Please talk to him,” Renee begged on her brother’s behalf.
 
   “Renee, shut up.” Anna laughed. “I’m not home. I’m in a taxi on my way to the airport now…” But before she could finish Renee cut her off.
 
   “Where are you going? This really isn’t the best time to take a holiday, Anna. Please at least talk to him. Please, Anna. Think about it.”
 
   “Renee! Calm down. I’m heading to London. My flight leaves in an hour. That’s why I’m ringing. I need your help.” Anna knew that if she asked for Renee’s help she wouldn’t hesitate. Renee was amazing like that. Family was the most important thing in Renee’s world. She would do anything to protect them. And that family now included Anna. No matter how reluctant she was to admit it.
 
   “That’s so romantic. How can I help? Just name it,” Renee’s voice trilled with excitement. 
 
   Anna’s head was spinning, her heart pounding. She was so nervous and so afraid she feared the cramping in her stomach would swallow her whole. “I need you to get in touch with your parents and tell them I’m on my way. But they can’t tell James. He can’t know. Not until I get there. And if it’s not too much trouble, can you ask them if they would mind picking me up at the airport?” Anna quickly gave Renee all of her flight details before saying goodbye.
 
   “No problem! They’ll be there to meet you. Good luck, Anna. Have a great trip and thanks for keeping my husband occupied.” Renee let out a little squeal as she hung up. 
 
   As the taxi turned into the drop off area, Anna’s stomach lurched as she glimpsed her watch, she was already running late. Quickly, she tossed some cash at the driver, grabbed her bags, and ran through the heavy glass doors. The airport was buzzing. People milled about crying goodbye to loved ones, while others grinned wildly as someone they knew emerged from the bowels of the airport. Anna looked down at her small suitcase and cabin bag and suddenly remembered everything she had forgotten. She’d been in such a hurry that she hadn’t paused to think about what she was throwing in the suitcase. She had what she had, anything she was missing she would have to make do.
 
   Her flight was announced and Anna clambered on board and found her seat. Due to her poor decision making and lack of organisation she’d been forced to make a last minute booking. Not only did this max out her already well-worn credit card but it had sat her in the middle seat of the crowded cattle class. Some days I wish I wasn’t so stubborn about accepting James’s money, Anna scolded herself as she fumbled into her seat, dreaming of first class. The woman in front of her was travelling solo with her four little kids. Anna couldn’t contain her smile as she thanked her lucky stars it wasn’t her. Twenty-two hours trapped in a sardine tin with four kids was definitely not her idea of a pleasant way to travel. The eldest couldn’t have been more than eight years old. Anna watched as she struggled to stow her luggage and control her kids. Anna jumped up and helped her pack her bags into the overhead compartments before taking her seat next to the young boy.
 
   “Hello there, Miss.” He grinned, looking up at her friendly face. Anna remembered how dishevelled she must look. Her hair was pulled back and her face had been covered in a light dusting of makeup which she could only assume had mostly been wiped off by now. In her haste, she hadn’t had the time or the desire to touch it up. Besides, by the time she disembarked on the other side of the world she would only look worse anyway. “You’re very pretty, Miss.” He smiled sweetly. He had the most perfect smile and his accompanying English accent was endearing.
 
   “Thank you. My name’s Anna. What’s yours?” she asked, extending her hand.
 
   “My name is Braiden,” he stated, taking her hand.
 
   His mother gazed over at him, shaking her head apologetically. “Braiden, leave the poor lady alone. She doesn’t want to listen to you nattering on.” His mother looked up at Anna with apologetic eyes.
 
   “It’s fine, really. So Braiden, how old are you?” Anna enquired with all the enthusiasm she could muster. The young boy was beaming with confidence. For some bizarre reason this intrigued and captivated her. 
 
   “I’m seven years old, Miss,” he answered politely. Anna noticed he was only around four and a half feet tall and as skinny as a rake. He wore a pair of faded blue jeans, which were held up by a dark brown belt with a huge silver buckle in the middle. He had a pale blue button up shirt with a white undershirt showing from under his collar. He had a mass of jet black hair and big, sparkling, green eyes. He was one of the most beautiful children Anna had ever seen. He seemed extremely intelligent and well-spoken. He was cultured and polite and seemed more than capable of holding a civilised conversation with people more than three times his age. “What is your last name, Miss?”
 
   “My surname is White. Anna White, and it’s very nice to meet you, Braiden, who’s seven years old.” She smiled. For some reason Braiden was completely mesmerised by Anna. 
 
   “Miss White, are you Australian?” Anna nodded back to him. “Can you tell me what it’s really like? All I got to see is my Grandma’s. I was there two weeks and I didn’t even get to see a kangaroo. Have you ever seen one?” Braiden peppered her with questions. His impeccable manners threw her into a state of shock.
 
   “I promise to tell you anything you want to know, but only if you promise to call me Anna. Miss White makes me sound old.” They both laughed.
 
   “Deal!” Braiden agreed, giggling back at her. They sat chatting as the plane took off. Their conversation only paused long enough for them to scoff down the horrible airline food they were served. Anna told him all about Australian animals and places and in turn, he told her about all the places that she must visit while she was in England. Anna was amazed by the way Braiden spoke about his homeland. He had such passion, such a deep affinity for his country and its people.
 
   “You have to visit the country. It’s amazing out there. When Dad’s home he takes me camping and there are birds everywhere. We go hiking and we play in the waterfalls. He says I’m too young to swim in them yet, but maybe this year I’ll be big enough. If you go out there I can tell you the best camping spots.” As Braiden spoke romantic images filled Anna’s head.
 
   “Wow! You must really love England. You sure you’re only seven?” Anna joked. She genuinely liked Braiden. He was interesting and the whole time she was talking to him she forgot about everything else. All the bad stuff in her life was forgotten. And for the brief moment she didn’t have room to consider what James was going through or what she was going to do when she got to England, especially if James didn’t want to see her.
 
   “Are you coming to London by yourself?” Braiden probed. Anna could read the concern in his eyes, but immediately discarded the idea.
 
   “No, I’m meeting someone there,” Anna reassured him.
 
   “Your boyfriend?” Braiden smirked, sounding slightly jealous.
 
   “No. Not my boyfriend,” Anna never lied. James hadn’t been her boyfriend for a while now and he was never going to be again.
 
   “Do you have a boyfriend?” he asked nervously. 
 
   “Nope. I don’t have a boyfriend. Do you have a girlfriend?” Anna teased, watching as a blush consumed him. If he wanted all the details of her personal life then she would make him squirm a little.
 
   “No! Girls are mean. Why don’t you have a boyfriend?”
 
   “I don’t have a boyfriend because…I have a fiancé,” Anna answered honestly. 
 
   “Do you have a picture? Can I see?” Anna flipped open her wallet and handed him a picture of James and her together. Anna was perched on the swing, James standing behind her. His arms wrapped around her waist and they were both smiling whole-heartedly. Braiden took the picture out of her hand and studied it intently. “What’s his name?”
 
   “That’s my James. You’d like him. He’s kind of like you in a way; he loves Australia just as much as you love England.” Anna was trying to reassure him that James was worthy of her. Or maybe she was reassuring herself.
 
   “I think I’ve seen him somewhere before. I’m just not sure where,” Braiden stated, looking confused as he reluctantly handed back the picture. “What’s he do?”
 
   Anna thought it was strange being interrogated by an inquisitive seven year old who she only met a few hours ago. But nothing would deter her from answering him. If there was one thing Anna hated more than anything else it was lies and liars. There was neither the need nor the place.
 
   “He’s a swimmer.” Anna saw the lights flicker in Braiden’s eyes.
 
   “Now I know where I’ve seen him. He’s James Thompson. He swims for Australia. He’s very good and has broken lots of world records. I didn’t know he was getting married.” All the pieces had fallen into place now. Everything that Anna had said about the man she was going to marry, it all began to make sense and come together.
 
   Their conversation fizzled, and Braiden turned his back to Anna, curled up on his seat, and fell asleep. Anna felt sorry for the young boy. He’d been so talkative right up until Anna’s mystery man was revealed then he just rolled over and went to sleep. Anna pulled out a blanket from the overhead compartment and draped it over him.
 
   Braiden’s mother looked over at her son, then at Anna. “I’m sorry. He shouldn’t have talked your ear off. He’s a good kid.”
 
   “That’s fine. I learnt a lot talking to him. Especially about England.” Anna winked, closing her eyes.
 
   A bright-eyed flight attendant woke Anna hours later. “Excuse me, Miss. We will be landing momentarily. Could you please place your seat in the upright position as we begin our descent?” With those few words Anna was thrown back into reality.
 
   It was time to face James. The anxiety was back in cyclonic proportions. The last time Anna had seen James, he had been so angry and hurt. Anna knew she had to face the possibility that James might not want to see her. She’d flown halfway around the world, and she hated to fly, just to see him and support him. But what if he didn’t want her there? What was her next move?
 
   What seemed like hours later she had cleared customs and was nervously shuffling through the steel doors out to the arrivals hall at busy Heathrow airport. Anna was hoping that Renee had managed to reach her parents, and that they were there to meet her. She couldn’t bear the thought of being alone in this strange city. Thankfully she didn’t have to find out. Diana saw her standing there, looking very lost and very scared. Even after a twenty-two hour flight, Anna still looked amazingly beautiful and fresh.
 
   “Anna!” Michael called out, taking long strides towards her.
 
   “Hey guys. I didn’t know if you would come,” Anna admitted sheepishly. She dropped her bags and embraced them both at once.
 
   “Don’t be silly, Anna. Of course we were going to come. James will be delighted to see you,” Diana comforted her.
 
   “And relieved,” Michael added with a smile.
 
   “Come on, let’s get out of here. We told James we were getting a cup of coffee. That was two hours ago.” They all laughed and headed towards the exit.
 
   They arrived at the hotel where Anna’s greatest fears rang true. The English press were camped out en masse. Michael suggested that he and Diana head up first—after all the press already knew who they were—and then Anna would follow ten minutes later. Anna agreed, but despite Diana’s optimism she still remained jaded. The closer she came to seeing James the more she feared his reaction to seeing her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   When Diana and Michael entered, James was pacing back and forth across the room. “Where did you two get to? Seriously! Three hours to get a cup of coffee?”
 
   “I wasn’t aware that we were on curfew,” Michael retorted. He didn’t mean to be rude, he could see the amount of pressure his son was under, but he wasn’t about to bow down to temper tantrums.
 
   “Sorry, Dad. I didn’t…” A knock at the door cut him off. James knew the press were out there, but he thought they at least had the decency to leave him alone while he was in his room.
 
   Everyone froze. Everyone in the room knew it was Anna except James. He pointed to Joel to be the one to open the door. Joel just shook his head. “Your room, you answer it!”
 
   James tried to get everyone to answer it. His face filled with frustration when no one budged. The knock came again. “It’s just the door. Answer it,” he snapped at his father. James was in a foul mood. He hadn’t slept in days.
 
   “Well, if it’s just the door, answer it your damn self,” Michael told his son, using his stern dad voice. He left no room for arguments. The decision had been made.
 
   James charged towards the door and hesitantly unlocked it. As he opened the door, Anna lifted her face up and looked into his shocked eyes. He slammed the door so hard it nearly fell off its hinges. Instantly James was fumbling with the chain, it was almost as if he couldn’t get the latch off fast enough. With a ferocity he had never known, James yanked open the door and rushed out. A contingent of the local press had camped out on his floor, watching for any sign of movement. The moment the door opened, they pounced, cameras ready. James didn’t care. He dived out the door and swept Anna off her feet. A sea of camera flashes went off. Neither James nor Anna even noticed. “I am so sorry. I’m sorry,” James repeated, covering her neck and face in kisses.
 
   Without hesitation, James carried Anna through the door and kicked it shut behind him. Within minutes everyone hugged Anna and expressed their gratitude for her coming before they discreetly excused themselves, leaving Anna and James completely alone, staring doe-eyed at each other.
 
   The moment they had their privacy, their embrace was full of passion and happiness. Now it was time to make up.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” he asked, kissing her again. He still hadn’t let her go. He never wanted to let her go again. His hands roamed her body greedily. The time they had spent apart was more than enough.
 
   “I didn’t know if you wanted me here, so I didn’t tell you and just came anyway, just hoping you didn’t send me away.” Anna smiled, her eyes reflecting the happiness that consumed her. James was still holding her tight. “Sweetie, you know I love you, but could you please loosen your grip a bit? I am having a little trouble breathing.” Anna giggled, looking up into his eyes.
 
   “I always want you here,” James said honestly.
 
   Without flinching, Anna locked her gaze with his. “Okay then.”
 
   “So, what did you get up to since I left?” James chuckled, sliding into the lounge chair and dragging Anna into his lap. “I mean besides missing me, obviously.”
 
   “Obviously.” Anna grinned, kissing him again. “I see your ego didn’t take a hit?
 
   “Never!”
 
   “Cocky?”
 
   “Nah, confident!”
 
   “Anyway, Mr. Bighead. I have been a busy little bee lately. I planned our wedding. The invitations have gone out, the church has been booked, the cake tasted, my dress ordered, and the bridesmaids’ dresses have all been fitted.”
 
   “My, my, my. You have been busy, haven’t you?” James was laughing hysterically. “So, do I get any details?”
 
   “You’re not supposed to get all the details. You’re just supposed to show up and think I look beautiful,” Anna admonished.
 
   “Firstly, I think you look beautiful in your flannelette pyjamas, so in your wedding dress, that’s a given. And secondly, I don’t need all the details. Just some. Like, how about you tell me when we’re getting married?” James flirted unashamedly. All the frustration and anger Anna had seen in his eyes before he left was gone. All had been completely replaced by pure unadulterated love and admiration.
 
   They spent much of the afternoon lounging around in his hotel room, talking and laughing. They were always touching. James traced lazy circles on her legs, while Anna’s fingers tangled in his hair. They were acting as if they were sitting at home, in their own bedrooms without a care in the world. Anna told him all about her conversation with Braiden and how he showed her his love for his country. Anna explained the shock she felt when it was telecast that he was a drug cheat. James regaled his tale of disbelief and disappointment. They both agreed they couldn’t change it, so they resolved to just go with it. Before they knew it they had also concluded that remaining prisoners in a hotel room wouldn’t help either. So with a new determination, they made plans for the following day.
 
   James woke at five o’clock that morning with a spring in his step. He was desperate not to let this whole drug slur make an impact on his championship campaign. By six o’clock he was in the pool, pushing harder than ever before. More than ever James was determined to not only win all seven of the races he was entered in, but to smash all the world records in the process.
 
   When he arrived back at the hotel at nine o’clock that morning, Anna was already dressed and waiting. James was shocked to see her up and about. Despite their attempt to sneak past the media they couldn’t dodge the barrage of questions being fired at them. James continued to smile and wave at the cameras as he tried to shield Anna. The amusing part was the questions being asked had nothing to do with the drug scandal that had brought them to his front door. Now the questions focused on the sudden appearance of a woman by his side. They were desperate to learn Anna’s identity.
 
   Neither James nor Anna could be bothered hiding. Unlike James, it was Anna’s first overseas adventure and she was determined to make the most of it. James had been travelling around the world since he was fifteen years old. He had been to Africa, Asia, North America and all across Europe. Now he was keen to show Anna as much of this beautiful world as he could.
 
   Wherever they went they had an entourage shadowing their every step. Burly security guards and a bunch of paparazzi snapping their every move, James and Anna ducked into a small, cosy café for lunch. They had spent the morning shopping, giving Anna a chance to buy all the things she had forgotten to pack. They shopped for clothes, shoes, and even furniture. James and Anna were now in the midst of preparing for their future. When they arrived home in less than a month, the house hunting would start. James already selected the perfect house where he wanted them to live and raise their family. He knew the area and even the street where their home should be. Even if he had to build the house himself, James knew they were going to live by the water, in a house with views forever.
 
   In James’s mind he had designed everything down to the last details and he wasn’t going to settle for anything less than his dream. As they were eating their lunch and chatting easily, James decided that he should probably tell Anna about their dream house that he’d already designed. “Hey. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about where we’re going to live out our happily ever after.”
 
   “Have you now? Well, do tell! Where are we going to live?” Anna encouraged, stuffing another chip in her mouth.
 
   “Well, it doesn’t technically exist yet, so that is a slight problem. But I have designed us the perfect house—right on the water, a two-storey masterpiece. On the bottom floor, a two car garage, a rumpus room, and a guest room with an en suite.”
 
   Anna laughed. “Is that all, no wine cellar?” she teased.
 
   “No, smartie pants. Then on the top floor, a huge master bedroom, with walk-in wardrobe and bathroom. In the bathroom it will have a huge shower and double spa. Also on this floor will be another three bedrooms, so the kids have somewhere of their own, a living area, and a huge country style kitchen. The lounge dining room will have polished wood floors with bay windows that reach from floor to ceiling, overlooking the water. In the centre of one of the cream coloured walls will be a large open fire place, with a big, white, soft rug on the floor in front of it,” James stared at Anna wide-eyed.
 
   “Do I get any say at all in this house?” Anna baited him. 
 
   “I haven’t actually decided yet,” James played along. “So tell me, do you like the sound of it so far?”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know. I’d have to see it. It all sounds good except for the kids’ bedrooms,” Anna retorted. She knew by goading him she’d get a reaction. James finished explaining the details to her. He knew exactly what colours the walls would be. He knew every flower that would be planted in the garden. James could already feel the soft carpet between his toes. It was as if he had already lived a life in his dream home.
 
   After a long leisurely lunch James and Anna headed back to the hotel to collect their swimmers. James was due at training and now was as good a chance as any for Anna to work the jet lag out of her system. She always felt out of place lapping up and down the pool with world champions, Olympic legends, and world record holders in the next lane. Yet they all knew who she was and never made her feel out of place. While they were in heavy training no one spoke, they were just left to swim. This was just the way things worked and Anna felt a strange sense of calm by the consistency. She could do whatever she wanted, while getting some exercise and spending time with James.
 
   When they eventually made their way back to the hotel, James confessed that he had to go into camp the next morning. This didn’t surprise Anna. He always went into camp a few days before competition. Anna assured him this was a good thing. This would give Anna time to see all that London had to offer. Soon enough Anna knew there was no place she would rather be than standing poolside being James’s loudest cheerleader.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   The next morning, after James had packed up and joined the rest of the squad in camp, Anna and Diana headed out to have an adventure. Their sightseeing trip took them past many of the most famous English landmarks. As the double decker red bus rounded the London streets or the Monopoly board, as Anna kept referring to it, they passed Buckingham Palace and Kensington Palace. The visited Westminster Abbey and the theatre made famous by William Shakespeare, the Globe. As they passed the Tower of London, their tour guide hinted of all the royal jewels housed there before breaking into song as they crossed Tower Bridge. Anna found herself wishing James could have been with her, but it was okay, he had seen it all before.
 
   That night Michael and Diana took Anna out for dinner. They wanted to thank her; not everyone would fly halfway around the world to support their son. It was an easy dinner with great food and friendly conversation. They had long ago accepted Anna as one of their daughters. To them they didn’t hesitate to tell people that they had four children. Renee and James, and the ring-ins Ryan and Anna. All they needed now were a couple of grandkids to round out the picture.
 
   “So, Anna. How long do I have to wait to hear someone call me Pop?” Michael mocked.
 
   “Well, I guess you should probably ask Renee about that. I mean, when you consider the fact that she’s the one who’s married.” Anna was well aware of what they were playing at. They wanted Anna to bite but she was determined not to give them the satisfaction.
 
   “We already have. Renee tells me that she’s going to make me wait at least another five years! She’s decided that she’s too young,” Michael taunted.
 
   “Well, there you go then. If Renee is too young, then I must be way too young. If Renee’s waiting five years then we’ll wait ten!” Diana knew she had no chance of winning this argument, so she dropped it. When and if Anna and James were ready to have children they would. No amount of pushing, hinting or coercing would speed up their time frame.
 
   Later that night Diana and Michael would be attending a parents’ meeting to discuss how much a pain in the arse their high maintenance and highly strung children really were. They were the ones that were required to calm down their children. Be their shoulder to cry on, their punching bag, and their greatest supporter. They were the ones who had to pick them up when their mission to succeed didn’t quite reach their sky high expectations. But when their children succeeded, they got swept along with the fun and excitement. Anna was still struggling to fight off the jetlag so retreated to bed early. By barely nine o’clock Anna was curled up in her warm, lumpy hotel bed, snoring softly.
 
   A knock at the window just after eleven woke her with a start. Anna lay in bed listening to the incessant knocking, too scared to move. She remembered the note she’d received, the phone calls that James had gotten, and the letters that had come. Anna debated calling hotel security but decided that it was just her imagination playing tricks on her. It took her a moment and a deep breath before she was calm enough to remember that she wasn’t in Australia anymore. Surely whoever the psycho was that was tormenting them wouldn’t have followed her this far from home. Would they? Anna’s next terrifying thought turned to the reporters surrounding the hotel, waiting for anything that they could use to turn into salacious gossip. Trembling, Anna dragged herself from the warmth and comfort of her bed.
 
   Anna considered the possibility of it being some nosy reporter, poised at the window, ready to snap a picture of Anna looking less than her best. She giggled at the image that filled her mind–the front page of the morning paper featuring her wearing her favourite flannelette polka-dotted pyjamas, her hair out of control, her face covered by a veil of exhaustion. If she opened the window, they would be shocked by the view.
 
   Anna knew she was more than likely over-reacting, but curiosity was killing her. Slowly she stalked over to the window and drew back the curtains. James. Smiling, he looked perfect. He was soaked from the rain that had been bucketing down for the past couple of hours. Anna just grinned like the cat that caught the canary before stepping back, giving him room to climb through.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here? It’s the middle of the night! Some girls need their beauty sleep,” Anna scolded as she tried to swallow the smile consuming her. But it didn’t last long. She quickly realised she wasn’t awake enough to pull off cranky. 
 
   “Can’t a guy do something nice for the woman he loves?” James laughed, sweeping Anna into his arms.
 
   “A guy can—you, on the other hand…” she trailed off as she squirmed against his grasp. Anna was more than wide awake now. The surprise of James’s unexpected appearance and the shiver that radiated through her body caused by his damp clothes had woken her completely.
 
   “Here I was thinking that you’d be happy to see me, but what do I get? I get a very tired and cranky fiancée who doesn’t want me. Fine then! I’ll head back and leave you alone so you can get some sleep.” James spun on his heel dramatically and headed for the window.
 
   “Well…since you’re already here. I guess…you should at least stay. I mean at least until the rain eases. I mean…I don’t want you getting sick,” Anna conceded, grabbing him by the arm and dragging him deeper into the room.
 
   “See, I knew that you’d come around!” Anna was already pulling at his wet shirt, determined to get it off his perfectly chiselled body. “This was more than I was counting on…” James laughed huskily. “But I’m definitely not complaining.”
 
   “I could always stop,” Anna suggested, as she slipped his shirt from his shoulders and watched it pool at his feet.
 
   James suddenly remembered himself and backed away from her. It caused James physical pain to see the rejection flood Anna’s beautiful face. “When can we get married? I don’t think I can restrain myself much longer.” James smiled, looking into Anna’s face with hooded, lust-filled eyes as he adjusted himself indiscreetly.
 
   Anna couldn’t swallow her wicked grin. “Tomorrow, if you want.” Anna’s hands were moving with such lightning speed James could barely keep up. “Wait! I have a brilliant idea!” Anna whispered before nibbling on James’s earlobe.
 
   James and Anna had been together for more than two years and sharing a bed for over six months, but for the first time she felt the uncontrollable urge to push for more. Morals be damned! If they weren’t married soon it would become impossible to resist. Anna knew from the desire that burned in his eyes that James was struggling too. For the first time James and Anna were fighting their greatest desires and most powerful urges. Their passion and hunger for each other was more intense than ever. Controlling themselves was like trying to control the tides.
 
   James looked at Anna with wanting eyes. “I should go,” he mumbled, running his hands roughly through his hair. 
 
   Anna knew he was trying to do the right thing, trying to be a gentleman. But she didn’t want him to leave. When they were together she felt an odd sense of calm consume her. But as much as she wanted him, Anna knew that if he didn’t leave in the next few minutes all her values and morals would evaporate instantly. When it came to James, she was powerless. But guilt beat out desire as she placed her hand in the centre of James’s perfectly exposed chest and pushed him towards the window. Stepping onto the balcony with rain trickling down his face, Anna kissed him with everything that she was. “I love you. And I will see you at the pool tomorrow.”
 
   “Promise?” James’s eyes lit up with hope.
 
   “Promise. And if you’re a really good boy, I might even have a surprise for you once you finish competition. But only if you behave.” With chaste kiss and a playful smack on his butt, he was gone. He left just as quickly as he had arrived. 
 
   Anna stumbled back into bed, but couldn’t sleep. She spent over an hour tossing and turning. It was as if that visit from James had awoken part of her she never knew existed. Anna gave up trying to sleep and dived straight into a cold shower. Standing under the frigid water, Anna filled her hair with the apple-scented shampoo. She was trying anything to calm her hormones and get her mind off James. Anna was singing and dancing, as if she was a child. Anna didn’t feel the chill until she emerged from the shower and her toes hit the cold tiles. Perched on the side of the bathtub, wrapped in only a towel, she looked at her body, wondering what exactly it was that captured James’s attention. She looked down, examining her nakedness, and was consumed with embarrassment. She’d never considered herself to be ugly but she never thought of herself as worthy either. But sitting there exposed, she realised the complete ugliness that was her body. It wasn’t just ugly though, repulsive and vile were a more accurate description. Anna just couldn’t understand how James could possibly be interested, never mind aroused. Anna found some dry pyjamas and rushed to dress, desperate to hide.
 
   After pouring herself a cup of herbal tea, Anna climbed into the old, rustic coloured armchair in the middle of the room. It was nearly three-thirty in the morning but there was no point bothering to go back to bed; she knew she wouldn’t sleep. Not with that many thoughts buzzing around inside of her head. She snuggled down into the comfort of the armchair with her book. Flicking through the pages absentmindedly, Anna soon realised it was no use. Nothing could distract her thoughts of James. There was no denying it. She was obsessed. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James was just as awake as Anna. He spent the night tossing and turning, trying to justify going to Anna’s hotel and why he had let things go as far as they did. The rules Anna and James had enforced onto their relationship had been crystal clear right from the start. The problem was now the lines were blurry. James knew and understood Anna’s moral code and it was one of the things that he most admired about her. The way she stuck to her guns and refused to yield, no matter how much she wanted to. James admired her strength and determination and had followed suit without hesitation, although admittedly in the last few weeks it was becoming harder and harder to stay committed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   The next morning Anna awoke with a kink in her neck. She’d fallen asleep in the armchair, book in her lap. Everything ached. Her body was stiff and sore from the way she had somehow managed to wrap herself around the arm of the chair. Stumbling to her feet, Anna headed back to the bathroom. Although it was only a few hours since her last shower, Anna knew the only way to work the aches and pains out of her tired body was to immerse herself in a scalding bath. Dipping a toe in, the relief was instant. Her heart was racing, her mind whirling, and her knees trembling as she recalled the way she had felt in James’s arms.
 
   An hour later Anna was on the train heading to the pool. It gave her time to think. Anna thought about everything she’d wanted to say, about all she wished she’d done. If last night was any indication, Anna knew that the wedding couldn’t come soon enough. She just hoped that James was experiencing all the same symptoms she was. She prayed he had the strength to ignore all those thoughts and ideas, at least for the next few days.
 
   The wedding she was planning at home in Australia was going to be one of the most important events in peoples’ social calendar, but Anna didn’t think she could wait. Anna had spent the morning on the phone scouting for the perfect little church, hidden in the English countryside where she and James could marry in secret before returning home and inviting the world to watch.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna, Diana, and Michael checked into a quaint bed and breakfast on the outskirts of Manchester. The origins of the building were thought to be a farmhouse. Its history was reminiscent of a fairy tale. When the farmer died he left the estate to his wife and eight daughters, who unintentionally let the farm fall to ruins. When smallpox struck the family it claimed the lives of the wife and seven of the eight daughters. After years lost and alone, the sole survivor married into a wealthy family. He wasn’t the typical rich boy though, instead he was reluctantly wealthy who pretended to shun his fortune and focus on his true passion—art. When they married he moved into the farmhouse and was overcome by the potential. From that moment his sole purpose, his sole focus became restoring the overgrown and long forgotten farm to a place of beauty and solace, and that is how it had remained ever since. As the story goes that very same man who envisioned such beauty still haunts the gardens, ensuring that its splendour will survive for generations to admire.
 
   In the early 1900s it became known as Chesterfield Castle. It was a gorgeous, old stone building with moss covered walls. It had a large, solid, oak door inviting you in. It was perched high on a five-hectare block, surrounded by gardens filled with colours, scents, and hidden treasures, that had been converted from fields which been once been overrun with chickens and goats. At night thousands of miniature fairy lights and candles illuminated the gardens. A worn cobblestone path wound through the garden to a small babbling brook. Old spruce trees lined the stream, its branches hanging heavy under the weight of the birds singing happily. On one of the large, grey boulders sat a huge slimy, green tree frog. It reminded Anna of something out of a fairy tale. Maybe it was.
 
   The inside of Chesterfield Castle was even more romantic than the outside, if possible. It reflected the warmth, charm and magic of the people who had once called it home. The floors had aged, but character had been embedded into the worn timber. The central bar area had all the modern conveniences that had clearly been combined with the old world charm to make the place homey. Anna imagined living here with the artist and his wife a thousand lifetimes ago. She saw the beauty and majesty that would have consumed the property. Anna felt lost. There was a small niggling in the pit of her stomach, making her wish that she’d been around to see it through their eyes. Despite her reservations, Anna felt an overwhelming sense of delight. There was only one regret that pierced her soul. James. Anna couldn’t help but wish that James could be there to share it with her.
 
   When Anna thought it couldn’t get any better she stumbled into the large country style kitchen. It was all done in oak with white marble bench tops. The windowsill and shelves were cluttered with an assortment of treasures. Old style irons, black and white cow figurines, banged up metal tins, and an old copper frying pan. As soon as she stepped through the door Anna could smell the inviting aroma of freshly baked scones. The smell was so enticing that Anna imagined she could taste the spoonfuls of strawberry jam and freshly whipped cream.
 
   Her room was located on the second level of Chesterfield Castle in the right wing. Anna stood gazing out the window, at the gardens that she had fallen instantly in love with. As she stood admiring the beauty, she felt like a princess high up in her ivory tower, waiting patiently for her knight in shining armour to ride in and sweep her off her feet.
 
   A knock at the door brought Anna back down to earth with a thud. Without waiting for an invitation, Diana walked in and propped herself up onto Anna’s four poster bed. The honey coloured canopy danced on the breeze. A mass of pillows had been scattered around at the head of the bed, the cream coloured quilt had tiny delicate flowers embroidered into it. 
 
   “How do you like your room?” Diana asked mischievously. Anna’s face did nothing to mask her pure delight. 
 
   “It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it. I could stay here forever.” Anna smiled dreamily at Diana.
 
   “It really is something, isn’t it? Michael and I are going to head into town to take James for dinner before he starts competition tomorrow. Did you want to come? Or would you prefer to stay here wrapped in your fairy tale waiting for Prince Charming?” Diana smirked knowingly, but was amazed by the amount of strength it took for Anna to turn away from the window. She really did love it here.
 
   “Give me ten?” she questioned. Diana just nodded her silent agreement. And with one final look out over the grounds, Anna spun on her heel and headed towards the bathroom.
 
   Michael met them in the foyer. He wore his black dinner suit and shiny black shoes. Even he wasn’t as immune to the magic of the castle as he pretends to be, Anna thought, slightly amused. 
 
   He couldn’t contain the wide smile as his face lit up when he saw them descend down the spiral staircase. “Here come my ladies,” he joked.
 
   He dropped a quick kiss on Diana’s cheek before extending his arm so she could take it. “You look incredible.” He smiled at Diana. Diana wore a very simple but extremely elegant two-piece plum suit. There was something about Chesterfield Castle that had forced them to dress up and play their role. Maybe it was the romance and magic that filled the air, or perhaps it was simply that the old world charms of the castle had infected them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   They arrived at the small, dimly lit restaurant a little after eight. James was already seated at a corner table. The waitress looking after that section was making no attempts to hide the fact that she was hitting on James. Her flirting was relentless. James saw his mother and father enter and immediately stood up and signalled them over.
 
   When they reached the table, James showed off his impeccable manners by pulling Diana’s chair out for her. “Mum, you look wonderful.” He grinned proudly, kissing her cheek lightly. But he couldn’t hide his distraction. His eyes were darting about, scouring the restaurant for any sign of Anna.
 
   “Is Anna coming?” he asked nervously. After what had happened or nearly happened last night James wasn’t certain. He had absolutely no idea what she was thinking or feeling at the moment. He only hoped that whatever it was, it would not keep her away.
 
   “Yes. She’ll be here in a moment. She’s acting odd, though,” Michael confessed as James’s eye shot up in alarm. “She asked us to drop her a bit up the road so she could walk the rest of the way. That girl definitely has something on her mind,” Michael confirmed.
 
   “Oh, okay,” James sighed, deflated. He knew what was on her mind. He didn’t have to ask. It was the same thing playing on his mind. On repeat. But what was worse, he knew that Anna’s anguish was his fault. “Should we order drinks while we wait?” Diana and Michael just nodded. 
 
   James had no trouble attracting the waitress’s attention. He placed their drink order, a bottle of white wine for his parents and Anna, while he stuck to the orange juice. She returned moments later carrying their drinks. After dropping them off, she pressed a crumpled piece of paper into James’s hand. “Open it!” she whispered seductively into his ear. As she walked away her hips swayed seductively.
 
   Diana flashed her son a harsh look. “Well? What’s that? It can’t be the bill because we haven’t even eaten yet,” Diana snorted.
 
   James untangled it. As soon as he saw it, he was filled with guilt and mild disgust. 
 
    
 
   Elizabeth Webb. If you need a friend or more, call me.
 
    
 
   James handed it to his father, who laughed smugly. The fury in James’s eyes showed clearly exactly how unamused he was.
 
   But his anger didn’t last long. As a young woman appeared in the doorway, all thoughts of the phone number in his hand evaporated instantly. Tall and graceful, her dark hair framed her face and cascaded over her bare shoulders. The black sheath gown she wore was simple yet elegant. Sleeveless, high around the neck, it fell to the floor, grazing her breasts and hips in such a way that it was both modest and sexy. Her make-up was discreet, except for a bright blaze of red on her plump lips. James sat motionless. He was completely mystified and mesmerised by the mysterious woman. It wasn’t until she reached his table and James looked up into her eyes he recognised her. It was Anna. His Anna. Anna as he had never seen her.
 
   Diana and Michael watched with bemused relief. Unable to hide their amusement, they looked on, powerless to do anything but sit back as their son melted at his fiancée’s feet. He was completely tongue tied. All thoughts of the waitress were long forgotten. Michael couldn’t restrain his smirk as he watched the phone number fall to the floor, discarded.
 
   James stood and pulled out her chair. “You’re stunning,” he barely choked, barely managing to string words together. He had always considered Anna beautiful but tonight she stole his breath. He couldn’t tear his eyes off her as he poured her a glass of wine. Raising his glass above his head, he said “A toast. To England.” He laughed lightly.
 
   The waitress appeared a few minutes later to take their order. She was pleasant to Diana and Michael, overly friendly to James, but she was straight out rude to Anna. With their dinner ordered, James led Anna out onto the small, intimate dance floor. By the time he slipped his arms around Anna’s waist, word had spread through the restaurant that James Thompson, the swimmer, dined amongst them. Patrons were craning their necks to get a glimpse, but neither James nor Anna noticed. James just stood in the centre of the dance floor with his arms snugly wrapped around Anna, oblivious to the world.
 
   Something had changed between them. James not only felt it, but he could see it in Anna’s sad eyes. Despite the smile on her face, James knew it was forced. It didn’t reach her eyes. She was keeping him at arm’s length, even as they danced. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice trembling. He was petrified that last night could change everything. But it was more than that. James was scared he would lose Anna but it was more than fear. He was baffled as to why she seemed so angry and hurt. Did she blame him? How could he fix it? Would Anna even let him try? His mind was whirling. This had to be fixed and fixed now, otherwise it would be still eating at him when competition started tomorrow.
 
   “Nothing. Why?” Anna was so distant; it was almost as if she wasn’t really there. 
 
   “Look, I’m really sorry about last night…”
 
   “No. No. Please don’t. I’m the one who’s sorry. I should have said or done something before it got that far, but I didn’t want to. I don’t know why, but I wanted it just as much as you did. Probably more.”
 
   “Baby, I promise you, that’s not possible,” James confessed, planting a chaste kiss on Anna’s exposed neck, causing Anna to tremble in his arms.
 
   “But I really am sorry. And I wish I could explain it better but I just don’t know how,” Anna admitted. Her face that was usually so bright and bubbly was now apologetic and almost sad.
 
   “Princess, don’t for a minute think that I didn’t want exactly the same thing. And I knew that I couldn’t and shouldn’t, but it didn’t mean I didn’t want it…if that makes any sense at all. We only have a few more weeks to wait. Then you’re all mine.” James chuckled throatily. His honesty and his optimism made Anna’s squirm.
 
   “What if I said I could speed things up? Any thoughts?” Anna waited anxiously for his response. 
 
   “I’d say why are we still standing here? But there is no way—”
 
   “Shh,” Anna whispered, putting her finger on his lips. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? I’m magical. I have ways. Tell me, Mr. Thompson, what are you doing in an hour and a half?”
 
   “Whatever you tell me,” he agreed, pulling her closer to him if it was at all possible. He was totally captivated by her. At that moment James knew whatever Anna wanted he would give to her. Wherever Anna went, that’s where he wanted to be. No matter the cost, she would always come first.
 
   Diana and Michael sat, watching them from the table. In fact the whole restaurant was watching their every move. 
 
   “I’m really glad he’s marrying that girl,” Michael smiled at his wife, intertwining their fingers. “They’re perfect together. I just can’t imagine him being happy with anyone else.”
 
   “I know what you mean. They really do just fit, don’t they?” Diana replied proudly. Her face was covered by a smile of pure admiration. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Diana
 
    
 
   James was everything that a mother could hope their son would grow up to be. He was successful, charming, handsome, intelligent, kind, sensitive, and more important than anything else, he was happy.
 
   All they ever hoped for James was his happiness and only Diana and Michael knew how hard that was for James. To the outside world James led a charmed life, and the truth was he really did, but what the world didn’t see was all the sacrifices he had made to have that life. He’d fought the dark periods in his life and always come out on top but that didn’t mean that they weren’t there or that they didn’t leave scars—deep, permanent and ugly scars.
 
   As Diana watched her son she was more thankful for Anna than she could ever express. Since Anna there had been no dark days. It was like she was the light inside James and made his world sparkle. And although Anna knew vaguely of James’s struggles she’d never experienced one first hand, and Diana prayed that she would never have to. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna led James back to the table where they sat quietly and enjoyed their meal. James couldn’t help but keep checking his watch, waiting anxiously for the surprise Anna had alluded to. After their meal, Anna told Diana that she and James were going to take a walk, and she would find her own way back to Chesterfield. James shot Anna a bewildered look. Anna just smiled mischievously and offered a slight nod as she reached down and took his hand.
 
   The temperature had dropped noticeably since their arrival and it was snowing lightly. Anna’s dark brown spirals were collecting the soft snowflakes. They landed in her hair, on her nose, and on the ends of her eyelashes. Anna dropped James’s hand and stood with her arms high above her head, spinning around. She looked like an innocent child who’d never before seen snow. 
 
   “Where are we going? You realise I have to work tomorrow,” James’s voice was thick with sarcasm.
 
   “What do you mean you have to work? You haven’t done an honest day’s work in your charmed life,” Anna teased. “And of course I know where we’re going. But if you don’t want to come…” Anna mocked. 
 
   “I didn’t say that now, did I?” James scooped her up and threw her over his shoulder like she weighed nothing at all. Anna squealed with delight as James slapped her playfully, earning him another squawk.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Something inside James stirred. The same something that had stirred last night and almost ruined everything. As much as James loved being with Anna right now he knew that they needed some space. He didn’t trust himself to keep his hands off her. If he didn’t put some distance between them, they would inevitably get themselves into something they couldn’t take back.
 
   James’s voice was filled with fear and sadness as he stammered, “L-Look, Anna.” He began sliding her down his body until her feet touched the ground. Anna couldn’t conceal the shock in her eyes as she felt his arousal through her dress. “I really have to get going. I’ve got a big day tomorrow. Will you be all right to get home?” James was staring directly at the ground, he couldn’t even bear to look at her. He couldn’t risk seeing the pain and rejection on her face. He obviously wanted her but now he was pushing her away. 
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” She gulped, unable to hide her disappointment. Without another word James dropped a chaste kiss on her cheek and disappeared into the night, leaving her standing cold and alone.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna wasn’t ready to go home. She needed time to digest what just happened. She couldn’t bear the thought of anyone knowing she’d been rejected. Again. Cast aside. Forcing the hurt aside, Anna determined to savour every moment of it. The ground was steadily being covered in a dusting of soft white snow. It was a clear night with a light breeze blowing at her back. Wrapping her arms around her chest like armour against the cold, Anna continued to walk down the road, often stopping to admire the window displays. Despite being completely bewitched by her surroundings Anna was confused and hurt by what had happened. Maybe it was what hadn’t happened? She didn’t know what she had done wrong nor could she understand why he had left in such a hurry. With her heart pounding in her chest, Anna lost interest in the romance of her surroundings and caught a taxi back to the hotel.
 
   As Anna wandered thoughtlessly through the front door she was nearly bowled over by Diana, who came flying down the stairs to greet her. “Where have you been? We’ve been so worried,” Diana was babbling, barely forming actual words.
 
   “I went for a walk. I was with James, you knew that. I don’t understand.” Anna was bewildered as to why all the panic.
 
   “James got back to his hotel over an hour ago. He rang to make sure you got home safely. What happened? Where did you get to? Are you all right? Anna, talk to me. Please,” Diana interrogated, demanding an explanation.
 
   “Well, after James left I just kept walking. I needed a chance to breathe. Get my head together. I had a lot on my mind,” Anna tried desperately to explain, but she was inconsolable as the dam burst and large, fat tears swallowed her. Something inside her snapped and she was consumed by feelings of guilt and frustration. She wanted to scream and throw things and kick her legs, but she knew none of it would help. She wanted desperately to understand why James had walked away, and so damn easily. Then the sad realisation crept in that maybe this was a sign that things weren’t going to work out for them after all.
 
   For some strange reason Grant appeared in Anna’s mind. She remembered his hurtful words. She recalled what Justin had tried to tell her, and then unconsciously her mind drifted to the car accident which had almost ended her life prematurely. Maybe this was it. How it was supposed to be. Had Grant been right when he told her that James deserved better? Or had Justin been right suggesting James didn’t want anything more than Anna could give him? She was more confused than ever before.
 
   “Anna, what the hell happened? What did that idiot son of mine do this time?” Michael asked firmly. The directness of his words made Anna do a double take. Michael couldn’t help but grin with satisfaction when he saw a smile creep out from underneath Anna’s tears.
 
   “Nothing. He didn’t do anything wrong. I think I did,” Anna sobbed, wiping the tears away with the back of her hand and sniffing loudly.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Michael admitted, raising a quizzical eyebrow.
 
   “Nobody knew it, but when James and I got together we agreed that we wouldn’t sleep together until we were married. It wasn’t a big deal. It was something that I believed in and James just accepted it. No questions asked. He never once pushed. Our entire relationship he’s been nothing but a perfect gentleman. You raised a great guy, Michael, you really did.” Anna forced a sad smile. “But last night we got carried away, and now, I feel like he blames me. Nothing happened, but James won’t even look at me. I can’t help but think that this is his way of ending things.” Anna collapsed into Michael’s arms. She was more exhausted than she realised. Her whole body shook violently with sobs and without Michael’s support she would have slumped to the floor in a puddle.
 
   The shock etched on Michael’s face was evident. James and Anna had waited. They were so in love and so comfortable in other other’s arms that that to anyone looking they were one hundred percent together. “Anna, Princess. Come on, sweetheart. You know James better than that. And you know he wouldn’t do that to you. He loves you too much to ever hurt you. Deep down you know that.”
 
   “I know he loves me. I do. I’m just not sure that he loves me enough anymore.” Anna’s smile almost broke Michael’s heart. Pulling her back from him, Michael planted his hands on her shoulders, waiting ’til he was sure she was stable enough on her feet to let her go. “Thank you, Michael. For everything.” Michael just nodded and vanished out the door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Diana sat in the centre of her bed, trying to calm down her son, who was pacing around the room like a caged lion. When Anna had taken so long to get back to the hotel, James had been frantic with worry and rushed across town. “James, she’s fine. She just went for a walk. Why don’t you talk to her instead of snapping at me?” Diana suggested honestly.
 
   James answered his mother coldly. “No!” with a simple, “I’ll see you tomorrow. Good night,” he stormed out.
 
   Michael walked in and plastered his face with a fake smile. “Children are all fun and games, aren’t they?” he chuckled, flopping onto the bed next to his wife.
 
   “What the hell is going on between those two? Three hours ago they couldn’t keep their eyes or hands off one another. Now one is crying her eyes out and the other is being a complete Neanderthal. What the hell happened?” Diana asked, laying her head down next to Michael’s.
 
   “Actually,” Michael said, “I think it’s what’s not happening that’s hurting them.” Diana shot her husband a puzzled look. “It seems they have some old fashioned ideas.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Anna believes in no sex before marriage.”
 
   “What?” Diana gasped, shocked. She was there and helped to pick out the lingerie that James had bought her months ago. “That doesn’t sound right.”
 
   “I swear! It’s the truth. Anna just told me. Last night everything that they knew and believed in almost came crashing down. And it seems like neither of them know how to deal with it. She’s scared he may want more. And I’m not quite sure what his problem is. But they need to sort this out now otherwise he won’t be focused on swimming tomorrow,” Michael stated bluntly. “They’re both just so damn stubborn.”
 
   “I don’t think he’ll be able to put it behind him. He’s a complete mess at the moment,” Diana admitted, grabbing the phone. She put a call straight through to Joel, who she knew would still be awake.
 
   Joel was pacing back and forth around his hotel suite. “I hate bloody waiting,” He muttered to himself. “Just get the damn thing over and done with. Celebrate me or crucify me, just get it over with.” Slumping forward, Joel poured himself a stiff brandy and watched as the snow fell to the ground. The phone rang and Joel nearly jumped through the roof.
 
   “Hello?” Joel slurred after his standard two glasses of nerve calming bourbon.
 
   “Joel? Is that you?” Diana questioned. She had known Joel since he first became James’s coach, many years ago. Now the two families were attached not only through swimming but they had become the very best of friends.
 
   “Diana. What can I do for you?” Joel looked at his watch; it was much later than he had thought.
 
   “Just wanted to give you the heads up that James and Anna have had a huge fight. It has threatened to end everything. We need your help to fix this before he swims tomorrow morning.” Diana had already formulated a plan, now she just needed Joel’s assistance to pull it off.
 
   “Say no more. What do you need me to do?” 
 
   Diana explained the plan step by step before getting Joel’s word that he would make sure James was where he needed to be, when he needed to be. Diana thanked Joel for his help and hung up.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna had already begun packing. She’d already placed calls to the airline and taken the only available seat tomorrow afternoon on a flight to London. She’d then stay overnight in London before boarding a direct flight back to Sydney. Although she was almost blinded by tears, she was determined. If James didn’t want her here, then she wouldn’t be. As efficiently as possible she stuffed clothes back into her suitcase, collected her bathroom belongings, leaving out only what she would need in the morning. After running around madly for nearly an hour, an exhausted Anna fell into bed, wrapping her body around the pillow.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James couldn’t sleep that night either. His guilt was all consuming. James knew he had to be in the pool by six but at four in the morning he was still staring aimlessly at the ceiling. He couldn’t figure out why he had run out on Anna. She was trying to do something special for him, she looked absolutely edible, and he had left her walking the streets of Manchester in the snow. Alone.
 
   James was furious with himself for not talking to Anna when he was at Chesterfield Castle. What had she been thinking to go walking the streets alone? Why hadn’t she gone straight back to the hotel? Why hadn’t he taken her back? He was the one who was supposed to keep her safe and instead he’d left her alone in the middle of a deserted park in the middle of the night. But the one question that threatened to burn a hole right through him was what would happen next? Nobody knew the answer. And sadly nobody could help him figure it out. That was something that he and Anna would have to face on their own.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna rose early that morning, determined to cram as much as she could into the little time she had left. She showered quickly and emerged wearing a pair of faded jeans and a baggy cream turtleneck jumper. Her hair was gathered under a black beret, which allowed a mass of long brown curls to flow down her back. It was a relatively simple outfit, but when combined with a discreet amount of natural coloured makeup she looked understated but classy. Her first stop would be to the brook at the bottom of the gardens. In the few short hours Anna had been in England it had already wormed its way into her broken heart.
 
   It was still dark outside as she slipped quietly down the stairs and out the front door. The gardens were still coated by a dusting of fine white snow. A heavy fog lingered in the air, making everything feel sad and haunted. At the bottom of the garden Anna sat down on a cold, snow covered rock and watched with fascination as the water trickled down, passing over the mossy rocks. There was no sign of life. The birds had left the trees and the huge green frog was long gone. A deathly silence hung heavily in the air. After half an hour or so, when the damp had seeped through her jeans Anna left paradise and headed back towards the castle.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James was in the pool early. He dived in and started lapping at five that morning. He was confident that he could win his races but it was the sitting in his room, not doing anything that was driving him crazy. Sitting alone in silence, revisiting that stupid fight with Anna, James had to do something physical to distract himself. Now as he lapped up and down, he realised it wasn’t working. Anna invaded his thoughts no matter where he went or what he was doing.
 
   Ian wandered down a little after six. With a combination of awe and envy in his eyes, Ian watched as James pushed harder and faster than ever. With a little over five hours before he went head to head with the world’s best, he looked like he was doing his best to tire himself out now. As James approached the end of the lane, Ian tapped him on the shoulder. “Mate, what are you doing? Take it easy. The races aren’t until later.” Ian laughed, trying to make James smile. It was obvious to anyone that something was wrong. Really wrong.
 
   “I’m good. I just thought I could do with the extra training.” James’s attempt to lie was a pathetic one and he knew it.
 
   “Are you fucking serious? In all your races you are at least one second ahead of everyone and in one race you are five seconds clear. You don’t need the extra training. What you do need to do is apologise to that fiancée of yours before it’s too late.” Ian smirked cheekily.
 
   “You know?” James asked. Ian just nodded and handed James a towel. James was already running across the pool deck when he turned and called out his thanks.
 
   When he reached his hotel room, Joel was already sitting on his bed waiting. With a smile bigger than the cat that ate the canary, Joel couldn’t stifle a laugh as James ran straight past him and dived head first into the shower. Joel continued to chuckle as James broke yet another world record for the fastest man ever to shower and dress. When he emerged barely moments later he had only four hours before his races started, yet for some reason this didn’t seem important anymore. Nothing was as important as finding Anna. Within minutes he had jumped in a taxi and raced across town towards Anna.
 
   James sprang from the car and took the stairs two at a time. He met his mother on the landing about halfway up. James nearly knocked her off her feet as he came rushing around the corner. 
 
   “James! What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be getting ready?” Diana asked, attempting to avert her son’s attention.
 
   “Mum, where is she?” James pleaded.
 
   “James, come sit down and I’ll order you a coffee,” Diana begged.
 
   “Mum!” James shouted. “Which one is Anna’s room? Please,” he begged, dragging his hands through his hair.
 
   “It was room twenty-six.”
 
   “What the hell do you mean it ‘was’? Where is she? What the fuck is going on?” James boomed, his voice a mixture of rage and fear. He was running out of time and now his own mother was playing tricks on him.
 
   “James, sweetheart. Anna left early this morning. She has checked out. Without a word, she’s gone. Your father has been out looking for her all morning but we have no idea even where to start.” Diana watched her son closely. His eyes filled with tears as the realisation set in. James’s heart broke as he sunk to his knees.
 
   It took him a few minutes to pull himself together before he ran back down the stairs and out the door. James didn’t know where to start looking for her, but he knew that she would head for home. And James knew he had to stop her before she got that far. He caught a taxi back to the restaurant where they had dined last night. From there he planned to retrace the exact steps that she had led him down last night. Maybe she had gone there? But what if she wasn’t? Where else could she be? He reached the restaurant and there was no sign of her. James recognised the face of the waitress who had been flirting with him and with a fake smile he turned and walked inside. He begged her for help. She finally gave in and told him that Anna had walked past only half an hour ago. Finally, he had something he could work with. It mightn’t be much but right now he was clinging to straws and that would have to be enough.
 
   Running down the street, across the snow-covered grass in the park, James’s runners crackled on the frozen grass. The air was crisp and clean, the breeze stinging James’s eyes as he willed himself to run faster and further. He searched for any sign of her. His lungs began to ache from the gasps of frigid air he was sucking in. He knew this was a less than ideal preparation for tonight’s final but Anna was too important to care about anything else. He stopped to catch his breath and slumped over, hands on his knees. It was then that he had found it. The sign that he had been praying for. It was the crucifix off Anna’s chain that hung around her neck. James picked up the tiny silver cross and looked around, his eyes searching. His heart told him that she couldn’t be too far away. With renewed energy, James began to run again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna stood motionless outside a toy store, completely captivated by the window display. The gasp caught in Anna’s throat as she took it all in. Wooden train sets, porcelain dolls, the softest teddy bears, bats, and balls, and Barbies all lined the shelves in perfect harmony. Inside she saw a little girl hugging her father’s leg, begging for all the toys she could get her hands on. It reminded Anna of her own father. When Anna was little her dad would take her shopping and buy her toys and clothes and chocolates. Now even in her adult years she still remained as close as ever to her father. Anna had this hidden ability to get anything she wanted from him. 
 
   Anna shuffled down the pavement slowly. The soft, fluffy snowflakes were filling her hair while her eyes sparkled with all the hope and joy that she had just seen in that little girl’s eye. Maybe I’ll go home and spend some time with Mum and Dad, Anna thought miserably. She had nothing else to do. The only thing she had planned for when she returned was a wedding. A wedding that she now needed to cancel. Anna’s fingertips were beginning to freeze and she decided that a cup of coffee would warm her before she headed for the airport.
 
   Anna strolled into a small, cosy café dragging her heavy suitcase along behind her. After ordering her coffee and a cinnamon scroll, she sat down in a booth looking out the window. The snow was falling harder now and had begun to pile up on the windowsill. The busy streets were filling with shoppers; the roads were becoming congested with the early morning traffic. Anna sat in silence, watching the people in the outside world continue with their busy lives without a care in the world.
 
   “You all right, Miss?” a young man asked, refilling her cup.
 
   “Sorry. I beg your pardon?” Anna had been brought back from wherever it was that her imagination had taken her.
 
   “You sure that you’re okay?” He smiled at her. He was a handsome young man, even in his black shirt, matching pants and red apron that hung low on his hips. Anna guessed he would have been in his late thirties or early forties.
 
   “Yes, thank you.” Anna forced a smile.
 
   “Let me guess,” he said, as he slid into the other side of the booth. “You’ve just had your heartbroken or you’ve just broken someone’s heart.” His eyes glowed with truth and genuine concern.
 
   “Something like that,” Anna spluttered. “I don’t think he’s even realised that I’m gone.” A single tear escaped and trickled over Anna’s cheek.
 
   “I’m sure he does. My guess is he’s out there somewhere searching for you this very moment.” He smiled at her. “You’re Australian, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes. How did you guess?” Anna’s mood began to lighten.
 
   “Your accent. I like it. I’m William. How do you do, Miss…”
 
   “It’s very nice to meet you, William. I’m Anna. Anna White.” She smiled warmly, placing her hand in his. Anna was quickly flustered as he dropped a quick kiss on her knuckles instead of the expected hand shake. This man was old enough to be her father yet he was giving her butterflies in her stomach.
 
   “So tell me, what’s Australia like?” he asked. For the next forty-five minutes they sat chatting like they were the oldest and dearest friends. He asked about the wildlife and the geography, history and food all while carefully avoiding anything personal. In turn, Anna asked him all about England and congratulated him on everything she had already experienced.
 
   “So, Anna. You speak about Australia with such passion; it’s as if part of your country and culture in somehow embedded into who you are. So, tell me then why are you in England? You make Australia sound so incredible, I can’t understand why anyone would ever want to leave.” His honesty was a trait which Anna admired.
 
   “I’m here with my fiancé. But me being here, turns out it was a mistake. So I’m on my way home.” Anna’s upbeat and cheery mood quickly dissipated, as she unconsciously started fidgeting with her engagement ring.
 
   “Why is he in England? That is, if you don’t mind me asking.” This guy was good. He had cheered Anna up and was now trying to make her see sense. Running away was not the answer.
 
   “He came to swim,” Anna answered flatly.
 
   “Oh, a swimmer?” Anna just nodded. “Which one is he? I take it he swims for Australia?” William asked politely.
 
   “James Thompson,” she answered nervously. Her heart broke again as his name fell from her lips.
 
   “You mean that gorgeous young man standing out there in the cold and snow? The one whose eyes haven’t left you?” William asked, pointing to where James was standing.
 
   Anna looked up and saw him. He looked as incredible as he always did. James gave her a small tight smile before heading for the door. Anna turned around to thank William for making her see sense, but he was gone. Anna smiled to herself as she stood up and watched James waltz through the door. People in the café instantly recognised him. James grinned at them as if he didn’t have a care in the world as he approached Anna’s table. Without exchanging a word, they fell into each other’s arms. The customers in the café cheered and clapped as Anna blushed from head to toe. She could see everyone’s gaze following their every move.
 
   As much as she didn’t want to let go, reluctantly, she did. James looked at his watch, he had just less than an hour before his first race. Anna knew what he was thinking and nodded her agreement. James grabbed her suitcase in one hand and took Anna’s in the other and stepped out onto the street. Hesitating, Anna raced back inside, straight to the counter where William appeared. Anna leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate everything you said.” 
 
   “Anytime, Aussie. Anytime.” William smirked and with that Anna rushed back to James’s side.
 
   The taxi ride was silent. James sat with an arm tightly around Anna’s shoulders, his eyes closed, breathing steadily. Anna was so relieved to be back in the comfort and safety of James’s strong arms. They both knew everything had changed but neither wanted to acknowledge it. James and Anna both hoped that if they ignored it long enough, then it would simply go away and everything would go back to the way it was. It was every child’s false hope, and one Anna shared.
 
   James and Anna ran up the stairs to his hotel room. He was running out of time. Joel would kill him if he failed to show up. He threw Anna’s suitcase onto his bed. By the time Anna caught up with him, he was already stuffing his swimming gear into his bag. “We really need to talk, but I have to be at the pool in ten minutes. Can we do it after the finals tonight? I’m really sorry but there’s just no time,” James apologised, dropping everything and wrapping his arms firmly around her waist.
 
   “Tonight will be good,” Anna reassured him.
 
   “Promise you’ll be at my races. I can’t do this without you.” He looked deep into her eyes, pinning her.
 
   “Promise.” Anna kissed the end of his nose lightly. “Now go, you’ll be late.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Michael
 
    
 
   Diana and Michael had been at the pool for over an hour and were becoming increasingly concerned. Where was James? Why wasn’t he here yet? What could he be doing? Joel had worked himself into a frenzy. Michael had spent the early part of the morning searching for Anna but had come up empty-handed. He had his suspicions that James was still out doing the same but he had no proof. Michael held a not so secret desire for his son to find Anna rather than turn up to swim without her.
 
   James ran through the doors and crashed straight into Joel almost knocking him on his arse. After helping him up, James scurried into the change rooms. Joel looked up into the stands to where Diana and Michael were sitting and nodded silently. They all knew what that meant. James had arrived and everything was going to be okay.
 
   A few moments later, after having received her official accreditation pass, Anna clambered into the stands and sat down next to Michael. “Hi,” she cooed sweetly. She didn’t know how they would react to seeing her after everything she had put them through in the last twenty-four hours. 
 
   “Thank God he found you,” Michael said, letting out a sigh of relief. He stood up and gave Anna a huge hug. Just then James appeared on pool deck and shot his father a disapproving look.
 
   “Hey! Hands off,” James called to his father. Both men’s face broke out in wide smile. Diana stood and gave Anna a hug before they all took their seats waiting for the first race to start.
 
   “Would you please welcome the competitors in the first race in the Manchester 2001 World Championships? The men’s four hundred metre freestyle. In lane one, representing America, Bronson Smith. In lane two, Charles Clancy, representing Britain. In lane three, Kenneth Brennan, representing South Africa. In lane four, representing Australia, James Thompson. In lane five, Jiro Takashi, representing Japan. In lane six, Ian Gray, representing Australia. In lane seven, Giovanni Van Bronkhurst, representing the Netherlands. And in lane eight, Pedro Sosa, representing Brazil,” a sultry voice boomed over the microphone system.
 
   It was only the heats and no one really expected anything extraordinary from anyone. This was simply a race to ensure they qualified for tonight’s final. In the men’s four hundred metres there were only four heats, each containing competitors from every corner of the globe. James had drawn heat one alone with Ian. This was the first time James and Ian had been pitted against each other at an international meet. They often raced each other at training but this time it was serious. Just as Ian knew all of James’s strengths and weaknesses, James knew his.
 
   They dived in and James came up stroking first and in front. This was what everyone had learnt to expect from James. To lead early and maintain that position the entire race. By halfway James held only a slender lead over Ian, but it was the back half of James’s swims where he would usually bury a competitor. At the final turn James had moved two body lengths ahead before he eased off and glided into the wall. When he spun around and looked at his time, something that was an ingrained habit, he saw that he had just broken the meet record by more than a second. James was in sensational form and now all that was left to do was wait for his competitors’ times to be registered and make sure he was in the top eight. Even eighth would secure him a place in tonight’s gold medal final.
 
   As it turned out, James had nothing to fear. He was safely through, ahead of all the competition by more than a second. A wave of relief flushed over both James and Anna’s faces simultaneously. In the past twenty-four hours they had overcome so much and now everything was as it should be. James was doing what he did best. Swimming. Competing. Winning. And Anna was sitting in the stands ready to stand by his side no matter what. Now that he was through to the finals they could breathe again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   After the heats had all finished, Anna decided that she needed some air, just to calm her nerves. Michael insisted that he accompany her for her own safety. Together they walked through the cold, damp streets of Manchester, past an oval where small kids tried to play soccer but kept tripping over their own feet, before arriving at a small church. Anna’s face lit up as she marvelled at the beautiful sixteenth century chapel’s stained glass windows.
 
   “Come on.” Michael smiled, grabbing her hand and leading her towards the door. “Let’s get out of this cold for five minutes.”
 
   Blowing on her hands to warm them, Anna didn’t hesitate to agree.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   The old wooden doors groaned as they forced them open and stepped through. Inside the church, Anna saw a minister standing in the centre of the aisle dressed in his white robes. A tall man stood just off to his right, while a woman was standing in the second row of pews. It only took a brief moment for Anna to recognise them. James and Diana were here. As they headed down the aisle, Michael took Anna’s arm in his own and walked her slowly down as the bridal march began.
 
   James saw Anna and Michael walking down the aisle arm in arm and simply smiled widely. Ian appeared beside him and Joel lingered further back. When Anna reached James, Michael leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “This is your official welcome to the family.” He grinned before taking his place next to Diana.
 
   The minister performed a very brief ceremony in front of the intimate few. Anna knew in that precious moment all her dreams had come true. She was marrying the man of her dreams in a romantic little chapel. Life couldn’t get any better. The only thing missing was her family and friends, but in that moment, Anna couldn’t summon the energy to care. Her dream had come true. She would make it up to them when she got home.
 
   After a short ceremony the minister announced, “You may kiss the bride.” Without missing a beat, James bent down and clasped her face in his hands. He kissed her gently before looking up to see smiling faces surrounding them. Anna reluctantly climbed out of his arms and darted over to Diana and Michael.
 
   She wrapped one arm around each of them and hugged them tightly. “I can’t thank you enough. For everything. Thank you for making this possible,” Anna cried on Diana’s shoulder.
 
   Michael smiled and kissed her forehead. “Now we officially are family,” he whispered into Anna’s ear. Despite Anna’s joy and relief, Michael saw through her act. He saw just how much she wished that her own family had been here with her. “We’ll do it all again properly once we’re home. I promise,” he reassured her, sensing tears. “Family and friends. The whole shebang.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Anna and James strolled out of the church hand in hand. Neither of them wanted to let go, but James’s time was nearly up. He had to be at the pool within half an hour, preparing himself for his finals campaign. Tickets were sold out and James himself knew just how big the night would be. Not only did he have his individual swim in the four hundred but also, less than an hour later he had to back up and anchor the men’s relay team against the much-fancied American outfit.
 
   What felt like minutes later, James was changed and walking out on the pool deck to be greeted by a deafening roar. People were screaming out words of encouragement and distraction. Some waved banners while others held up photographs of him. James was a very popular personality on the pool deck. The rest of the Australian swimming team started up their war cry led by the female squad. Anna watched James as he walked out and was introduced to the crowd. 
 
   The race started and Anna sat in silence. She couldn’t cheer, she couldn’t clap. She was frozen in her seat as she watched intently as James raced up and down the pool. Halfway through the race and he was already ahead by more than three body lengths. His nearest rival was his friend and training partner, Ian. But James was determined that this race was not going to become the one that got away. At the final turn James was more than three seconds clear and still almost half a second under his world record. He seemed to be cruising down the final fifty but when he touched the wall, he glanced up at the time and was honestly surprised by his own time. He’d been pushing hard, and as a result James had broken his own world record by one-point two seconds.
 
   As he climbed from the pool he stuck his arms up in the air, saluting the crowd. The English crowd was on their feet, cheering and clapping the Australian hero and New World Champion. Ian had managed to hold on to take second place, with the British swimmer Charles Clancy finishing to take the bronze. James looked over to where his parents and Anna sat. They all had wide smiles plastered across their faces. Diana and Michael were beaming with pride. James had faced hell but he had won. It hadn’t stopped him from achieving his goal. It just happened to be that on this day, James’s best was better than everyone else’s. Better by over three seconds.
 
   Anna’s beaming smile showed James how truly happy she was for him. She stood beside him earlier in the year when he had considered giving it all up, but thankfully she had managed to talk him out of it. James just flashed a perfect smile directly at Anna. After a quick press conference, he dived straight down into the warm pool. He had to swim the lactic acid out of his body before his next race otherwise he would cramp and be completely useless. He swam two and a half kilometres before joining his team-mates to swim the relay. It was the best team Australia could enter. James, Ian, Justin, and another swimmer from Western Australia, Tyrone. When you combined their personal best times they were only point five outside the world record and more importantly only point two three behind the arrogant Americans.
 
   Justin led off with a fantastic swim. He had an arm’s length lead when he touched the wall and sent Tyrone into the water. Tyrone was the slowest of the four, but he was by no means a slouch. He touched the wall barely an arm’s length behind the American. By now it was a two horse race. The Netherlands were sitting comfortably in third but trailed the Americans and the Australians by more than two seconds. Ian hit the water and went as fast as he could. Forty-seven seconds later he touched the wall on exact terms with the Yank. Now it was James’s turn to do something magical and bring it home. The crowd rose to their feet, chanting and clapping like people possessed. James came to the fifty-metre wall and was only half a length behind Jason, his American nemesis.
 
   The chants grew louder. The commentator was standing on his tip-toes in his booth on the pool deck. Anna gasped. She had seen James do some amazing things but even she didn’t know if James could come back from this far down. He was just too far behind. America had a strangle hold on first, but someone forgot to tell James. It was almost as if he could hear their doubts and that was enough. All of a sudden he lifted. As he pushed himself harder he passed under the fifteen-metre rope. He had clawed his way back until they were shoulder to shoulder with the feisty young American. At this point they were going stroke for stroke towards the wall. The crowd fell silent as the screen went blank. No one knew who won. Then a roar went up. Australia had done it. They had just broken America’s grip on the one race that they’d never lost. It was a race that the Americans had dominated since its inclusion many, many years ago. Now, not only were the Australians World Champions, but they’d also taken the world record off the cocky American team.
 
   They were ecstatic. The coaches were doing cartwheels in the stands. They embraced in a hug before turning and bowing to the crowd. 
 
   One young lady sitting next to Anna was screaming at the top of her lungs, “James, you’re my hero. Marry me!” 
 
   It was strange, ever since Anna and James had been together Anna had listened and laughed away comments just like this one, but now she was filled with something she’d never felt before. Jealousy. Anna felt her fist clench and for the first time Anna found herself wanting to punch someone. That had never happened before, and she didn’t like the feeling.
 
   The boys went over to do their press conference. As they were introduced the crowd fell silent. It was as if someone had just cut off their voices and now they were unable to speak. Justin spoke first. He told of how he wanted to get the team a good lead so he could set it up. Tyrone spoke of how his main focus was to hold his own and hope the boys could finish it off. Ian admitted that he just wanted to make sure that James hit the water on equal terms. He knew what he could do. As long as James went in at the same time as the American, he had every confidence James could pull off the miracle. He knew what James would do. Then it was James’s turn to speak.
 
   “I needed to finish it off for the boys. They set it up for me and I couldn’t let them down. It was a great win. I would also just like to thank the crowd for their support. We could definitely hear you out there. Especially in the final fifty, and we just hope that you will be back tomorrow night to support us again. Cheers.” 
 
   As soon as James had finished speaking, the cheer went up. “Aussie, Aussie, Aussie!”
 
   By the end of the night James was exhausted. He’d barely slept at all last night, tonight he had swum two races and in both races he had broken world records. Then he had to wait around for almost an hour for drug testing before he could get to Anna, who was waiting patiently in the stands.
 
   “You should have gone home,” he said, slumping down in the chair next to her.
 
   “Why is that? I didn’t mind waiting. Your parents left a while ago. They said congratulations and they will talk to you tomorrow.” James laid his weary head down in Anna’s lap. “You were amazing tonight. Congratulations,” she said, kissing his forehead lightly.
 
   James smiled up at her. “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being my friend. For putting up with all my shit for the past few years and for knowing me better than anyone else. I love you.” James sat up. He was staring deep into Anna’s eyes. “Let’s go home. I could use a shower.”
 
   Anna just laughed. “Yeah, you smell like chlorine.”
 
   James threw her over his shoulder. “Really? You love it.” He smirked, smacking her bum playfully as he carried her down out of the stands and out the front door.
 
   It was after eleven o’clock when James and Anna found their way out of the aquatic centre, and more than an hour since the competition had finished. James stupidly had thought that everyone would have already gone home, but he was wrong. The car park was still filled with television crews, newspaper reporters, and a flock of screaming girls waiting for him to appear.
 
   As he stepped through the door, he was still laughing and looking at Anna. They were caught up in their own exclusive bubble. “There he is!” someone screeched. James stopped dead in his tracks. Before he could comprehend what was happening, he was surrounded. Questions were being fired at him from all directions. Reluctantly he put Anna down and she instinctively stepped behind him, still clinging to his hand. Despite the gold medals and world records, most of the questions weren’t about his swims earlier but instead they focused on the woman he had just carried out of the arena.
 
   James wasn’t in the mood to deal with questions about his personal life. All he wanted to do was to go home, shower, and spend some quality time with his new wife. 
 
   “James! Who’s that woman with you?” 
 
   “Excuse me, Miss, are you from England?” 
 
   “What’s her name? What is the status of your relationship?” One fan was even proposing to James. He was used to being interrogated about his performances in the pool, but these questions were blunt and straight to the point and some were downright rude. But worst of all they were about his personal life. James quickly became infuriated, as he wished that everyone would just leave them in peace.
 
   James stood his ground, determined not to answer anything that would compromise their privacy. “If you don’t mind, I have a big day tomorrow and right now I would just like to go home and get some sleep. Thank you.” Once again James groped behind him for Anna’s hand. As soon as he found it he began pushing his way through the sea of journalists towards the awaiting taxi. James clambered into the back seat, dragging Anna in beside him.
 
   “Where to, sir?” the driver asked politely.
 
   “Chesterfield Castle, thanks,” James instructed, wrapping his arms around Anna. They were sitting so close that she was almost in his lap. James just sat there in silence, staring out the window at the snow covered surroundings, stroking Anna’s hair tenderly.
 
   When the taxi arrived at the castle, James asked the driver for his discretion. With the driver’s quick agreement, James handed him a very generous tip. Forgetting his exhaustion, James carried Anna through the doors and up the stairs. He was hoping that they could simply disappear into Anna’s room and not see or hear from anybody until morning. But James knew that was way too much to wish for as his mother walked into the hallway.
 
   “Hi Mum. It’s so nice to see you,” he said sarcastically.
 
   “Very funny, son. Actually, I would like to talk to you for a moment if you don’t mind.” James rolled his eyes at his mother’s request. Usually James didn’t mind talking to his mother, but tonight it was different. Tonight was his wedding night and his mother wasn’t the woman that he wanted to spend time with.
 
   “I’ll leave you to it. You know where I am when you’re finished.” Anna smiled seductively. James put her down and kissed her hand before she disappeared through her door.
 
   James followed his mother into her room and plopped himself down in the centre of her bed with a heavy sigh. He was anxious to get this conversation over and done with as quickly as possible so he could get back to his wife. “Yes, Mother. What can I do for you?”
 
   “Nothing, actually. It’s what I can do for you.” James shot his mother a puzzled look. “When we return to Australia, as you know you will be marrying Anna. Again. Your father and I have been talking and as our gift to you we would like to send you and Anna on a proper honeymoon. We’ll send you anywhere you want to go.”
 
   James was elated that his parents would do this for them; however he was more than annoyed that they had decided that now was the perfect time to bring this up. They weren’t returning to Australia for almost three weeks yet they were already planning what the next step was. All James wanted to concentrate on was what he was going to be doing for the next few hours. “Thanks. That would be great,” the sarcasm dripped off his tongue.
 
   “Before you get too excited. There’s one condition,” Michael interrupted.
 
   “What would that be? Win more gold medals? Break more world records? Be nicer to Joel? What is it? Come on. Spit it out. What’s the condition?” James questioned impatiently.
 
   “You have to leave right now. Go back to the team hotel and stay with them until the meet is over. We don’t want you to risk losing something you have worked so hard for just for a perfect night with your new wife.” James was sent spinning in a state of shock. Were his parents blackmailing him into not walking directly across the hall and climbing into bed with his wife? That was the one thing that he had most been looking forward to all day. Sure the gold medals and world records were great, but he would never again get another wedding night. It was something he had waited for, for years. It was something that he wanted more than anything else. Anna was what he wanted more than anything else.
 
   “Are you really trying to tell me that I can’t get laid by my hot, new wife on my wedding night? You know that Anna and I have put this off until we were married and now that we are married, you still expect me to restrain myself? As much as I don’t want to have this conversation with you, there is something that you need to understand. I don’t think I have the will power to do that. And I don’t want to either,” James snapped bluntly.
 
   “James, you have to swim three heats and possibly two finals tomorrow. Do you really think you can afford to ‘get laid,’ as you so delicately put it? Or do you think you would be better off getting some sleep?” James saw that his mother had a point, but he still couldn’t hide his frustration.
 
   “Okay. Fine. You win. Can I at least go and say goodnight before you banish me?” James was clearly unimpressed with his parents, but he reluctantly agreed.
 
   “I think that would be wise,” Diana agreed. She gave James a kiss on the head, leaving a bright red blaze behind. “Goodnight, son. See you tomorrow.”
 
   James trudged out of the room, closing the door behind him. Standing alone in the corridor, James took a deep breath and ran his hands through his hair. It was going to take every ounce of strength and will power that he could muster to walk away from Anna tonight. With another deep breath he entered her room.
 
   Entering the room, James called out to her but got no response. He checked the bathroom and the living room, before wandering into the bedroom. Sucking in another deep breath, James saw her. Anna was lying beneath pure white sheets, sleeping soundly. She was completely naked. Her hair was spread out covering one of the pillows and all her curls were sitting perfectly. She looked like an angel from a magazine shoot. Her breathing was steady and constant. She lay facing James, her lips slightly parted. My Princess. She looks like a dream, James thought. 
 
   He was desperate to wake her. He wanted to tell her that he loved her. He wanted to tell her how beautiful she was. He wanted to touch her. He wanted her to touch him. He knew it was cruel to wake her but that didn’t stop him from wanting to. Something cramped his stomach and made him feel alive. It was the same overwhelming feeling that had consumed him a handful of nights ago. Yet this time it was different. It was more intense. More consuming. More desperate.
 
   He sat down gently on the bed beside her. Carefully he trailed his fingers across her bare shoulders. Her skin was so soft to touch it was almost silky. He leaned down and kissed her tenderly on the tip of her nose. Her eyes fluttered at his touch but remained closed. He stood up and moved towards the door. With one final look back, the image of what he was giving up burned in his mind forever, he vanished out the door and into the night.
 
   Half an hour later he stumbled into his own hotel room. Tripping over the wet towels thrown haphazardly on the floor, he fell with a thump. Ian woke up instantly. “Sorry, mate,” James apologised, scrambling to his feet.
 
   Ian was half-asleep but that was all he needed to give James a hard time. “What? Did your missus kick you out already? I thought you would have spent the night at her place,” he niggled, giving James a sly smile.
 
   “I don’t do things like that,” James joined in the friendly banter, trying desperately to hide the truth.
 
   “Well, you’re a bigger idiot than I thought. If my wife looked half as hot as yours I would never let her out of my sight. She’s sex on legs.” Ian had completely woken and was now firing at top speed.
 
   “Hey! Watch what you’re saying about my wife.” James laughed. Bloody bastard’s right, though, James muttered to himself. Why the hell did I leave her just to follow a black line? Spending the night with Anna would be much more enjoyable.
 
   “It’s cool. I’m just saying if it was me, or half the guys in the competition, well, I wouldn’t let that little bag of tricks out of my sight. You’re a very game man,” Ian taunted with a sneaky smile. “Anyway, I need my beauty sleep. See you bright and early.” And with that Ian rolled over and began snoring again.
 
   James spent what little was left of the night tossing and turning. When Ian jumped on him just after six the next morning, he was ready to kill. “Fuck off!” James grumbled. He knew he had to get out of bed but knowing that didn’t make it any easier. Reluctantly he forced himself out of bed and made his way down to the pool and joined the group of men sitting in the stands. 
 
   One cocky swimmer from the Netherlands saw him coming. “Looks like someone’s had a big night. Or should I say busy?” All the other swimmers broke out in fits of laughter. James had no idea what they were going on about, but he didn’t have the energy to care. Instead he just dropped his bag at his feet and slumped in his chair.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Someone thrust the newspaper into his lap. James felt sick. The front page was plastered with a tacky photo of him carrying Anna over his shoulder out of the pool and throwing her in the back of a taxi. But it wasn’t the photo that wasn’t making him queasy, it got worse. The bold headline read, “Champion Swimmer, but who is the girl?” The small print asked more questions than it answered. It was a barrage of intrusive unwelcome questions. They wanted to know who she was, where she was from and what exactly her connection was to James.
 
   James was unable to mask his disgust. His face registered every emotion clearly. The change was immediate. Gone was the fatigue and disinterest to be replaced with rage and anger. Without a word they began stacking the papers haphazardly and stashing them out of sight when Ian joined them. “You seen this one?” Ian said, handing James another. The photo was the same as the others but the headline went too far. “Champion Swimmer takes home gold medal and hooker all in the same night.” Ian dropped his hand to James’s shoulder in a sign of support.
 
   James sprung from his seat and raced across the pool deck, his feet barely touching the ground. The media coordinator, Tom Hanson, had just strode in with Joel. “Excuse me, James. I need to speak with you urgently,” Tom butted in. James didn’t give him a second glance as he continued running. He reached the nearest phone booth, still cursing his dead mobile in the bottom of his bag, and put a call straight through to his mother. After explaining everything, he hung up and drifted back to the others in a daze. Ian had already destroyed every copy in sight.
 
   James’s intense hatred of the English press had just been reaffirmed. He’d always considered them to be an invasive, malicious bunch of quivering cowards, but calling his wife a common prostitute had pushed him too far. He was determined to shut them up once and for all. And he knew the only way to do this: Win. Without hesitation James stripped off and dived in. By the time the others joined him in the water he had already pushed past five hundred metres and was showing no signs of slowing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Diana
 
    
 
   Diana raced into Anna’s room, determined to get to her before she saw the papers. She was too late. Anna was sitting on the floor in the centre of her suite, the newspapers scattered before her, not a floorboard in sight. Anna glanced up as Diana entered. Her face was stained from the salty tears streaming down her face. Her dressing gown was damp around the collar and Diana could see the pain and hurt was tearing Anna apart.
 
   “Anna.” Diana squatted down beside her, pushing the papers out of the way. “It’s all okay. It’s going to be fine. I promise,” Diana assured her, stroking her hair. Anna’s body hunched over. Within seconds she’d curled herself into a tiny ball, her head resting in Diana’s lap.
 
   “Why would they say all these horrible things?” Anna sobbed.
 
   “Because they can see how much you mean to James. Everyone can. And they know that James will do anything to protect you,” Diana reassured her. “He loves you. And he would move heaven and earth to protect you. He’s on his way. I promise you, he will fix this. You know James.” Anna couldn’t retain the snort and her gut wrenching sobs.
 
   Half an hour later Anna had cried herself to sleep in Diana’s arms. Even a knock at the door could not wake the sleeping beauty. Michael entered, carrying a steaming cup of coffee for Diana. He couldn’t hide the surprise from his eyes. Anna looked exhausted, weak, and broken, lying there in Diana’s lap. 
 
   James arrived soon after. His father met him in the corridor as James was running up the stairs. “How is she?” James asked hastily.
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know. She’s asleep in your mother’s lap. I think she was pretty devastated about what they wrote. It was pretty nasty. They really are heartless bastards, aren’t they?” Michael asked rhetorically as he led James towards Anna’s room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James walked in and still Anna didn’t stir. Silently he squatted on the floor, and kissed his mother with thanks. Carefully he slid his leg under Anna’s head and helped Diana untangle herself. Still Anna didn’t stir. “Could you just give us a minute?” James smiled, but his eyes begged. Michael helped Diana to her feet before gathering all the papers and abandoning them in the trash on the way out the door.
 
   James was reluctant to wake her. It caused him physical pain to wake her. But James knew that it was up to him to reassure his new wife that he was in no way going to tolerate this shit. He wouldn’t let anyone treat her like that, ever. He shook her shoulder lightly and she began to stir, but still she didn’t wake. Eventually, after some gentle shaking, Anna bumbled to life. As her eyes took in her surroundings and she shook off the blurred vision, Anna’s shock made James smile. James didn’t care. Anna was smiling and even though it looked like it had been painted on it didn’t matter.
 
   “Hey gorgeous. How you holding up?” James asked, running his fingers through her hair distractedly. His big brown eyes were apologetic and his tone was filled with sincerity.
 
   “I’ve had better days,” she answered honestly. Anna started to sit up before dismissing the idea and collapsing back into James’s lap. “I just…I don’t understand why they would say that…that horrible stuff. I mean…it’s bullshit,” Anna’s cried as the tears came on again.
 
   “I know why they said those things…” James started. Anna sat bolt upright, her eyes were wide as James watched as the wave of ‘what the fuck are you talking about’ washed over her. “They said all that because I refused to talk. I wouldn’t play their game. I wouldn’t give them what they wanted. I thought our private life was exactly that. Our private life. I was not willing to jeopardise us for anyone.” James’s lopsided grin sent goose bumps all over her skin.
 
   “So, what do we do?” Anna squeezed James’s hand as if it was her lifeline. He could hear the desperation in her plea.
 
   “Well, it’s your call. We can confess that we’re married and be at their mercy. We can tell them we’re just friends and lie to ourselves. We can tell them that we’re dating. Or we can tell them that we’re engaged. The other option is we say nothing and let them keep printing whatever rubbish that they want. It’s your call. Whatever you want to do, I’ll do,” James’s honesty was admirable. 
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you…” Anna blubbered.
 
   Grabbing her hands in his, James looked Anna straight in the eye. “Nothing you say is going to hurt me, Anna. I can promise you that.”
 
   “But…” 
 
   “It’s okay. Just tell me what you want to do. Whatever it is, we’ll be okay.” His long arms wrapped around her scared and crumpled body. James never wanted to let her go and this was the only way he knew how to show her that no matter what she decided, he was there.
 
   “I think,” Anna gulped, “that I would like to say that we’re engaged. And it’s not because I don’t want the whole world to know that we’re married, it’s just…Well, my family doesn’t even know yet. And I don’t want them to find out on the six o’clock news.” Anna’s face was full of panic and her eyes full of worry. 
 
   James could sense her fear. It was paralysing her. He felt her tense and stiffen in his arms. “I get it, Anna. I promise, I do. And I think that you’ve made the right decision. That way we aren’t lying to the world or ourselves. They just don’t know the full truth. I’m happy with that. I mean, if you are.” Anna didn’t answer; she just smiled a wide, relieved smile and kissed him.
 
   They sat there, wrapped up in each other for half an hour, ironing out the details. James knew that for this to come off the way he wanted it to, the planning had to be flawless. And when he explained what was going to happen to his parents, he could read the pride in their eyes. James explained how they had taken everything into consideration and come up with what they saw as the only diplomatic answer. James kissed Anna goodbye reluctantly and returned to the pool.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna couldn’t sit still. Somehow their hiding place had been revealed and the British media had swarmed and were now blocking the front gate. Luckily, they were kept behind locked gates of the castle grounds, which gave Anna the illusion of freedom, even if it was misplaced. Anna wandered down to the brook in total privacy, or so she thought.
 
   She walked down the cobblestone path, just as she had done every day since her arrival. It was her favourite place in world and she didn’t really mind that she was being held hostage in it. She almost slipped on one of the mossy stepping stones, but managed to keep her balance. Just. Being down at the brook in complete silence gave her time to think; the time and space she craved. Sitting down, with the snow still falling from the sky, Anna realised the full extent of what she was putting James through. Overwhelmed with guilt, Anna ran back to the castle as fast as her legs could carry her. As soon as she reached her room, Anna was dialling James’s number frantically. No answer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Later that evening, James walked out with the rest of the contestants for his two hundred final. For the first time in the Championships James had not progressed as the fastest qualifier. The time he had set in the semi-final had placed him third, behind a swimmer from Italy and another from the Netherlands. Anna sat in the stands. She didn’t make a sound. She didn’t move a muscle. James was introduced and a frenzied roar of excitement echoed through the arena.
 
   With the sound of the buzzer, racing was under way. James led from the start. By the hundred-metre mark James’s picture perfect face covered the big screen. Then as Anna held her breath with trepidation, the camera panned around the stands before stopping on her. She froze in disbelief or maybe it was just in shock. When Anna finally took a breath, text scrolled across the bottom of the screen. ‘Who is she?’ flashed for everyone to see. Anna’s head dropped in shame as the cheers intensified. Moments later James touched the wall. Tonight he was going home with not only a gold medal but also a world record. James had beaten the rest of the field by over a second. 
 
   He emerged from the pool bathed in victory. Without hesitation he saluted the crowd with his trademark wave. Before James even had a chance to take a deep breath cameras and microphones surrounded him. Questions began bombarding him. 
 
   “That was a remarkable swim James, how do you feel?” 
 
   “Did you know that you could go that fast?” 
 
   “How much faster do you think you can you go?” 
 
   James answered all the questions diplomatically with a fake smile plastered across his face. It was his trademark wide smile and it seemed that only Anna knew it was fake.
 
   James spun on his heel and headed towards the change rooms. Without thinking, he glanced up in the stands and saw Anna pointing to the screen as discreetly as she could manage. The same image flashed again: Anna’s stunned face and the question that seemed to be following her every foot step. ‘Who is she?’ 
 
   Then an even cheekier question emerged. As a reporter stuck a microphone into his chest, he dared to ask it. “James. Who’s the girl we are seeing you pop up with all over town?” James glared down at him.
 
   “That beautiful young woman who is gracing the covers of every newspaper in town, and who has everyone in this arena whispering is my fiancée, Anna White. Now, if you will excuse me, I need to change,” James stated proudly.
 
   The arena fell silent. Once James was out of sight, the whispers returned. One young lady sitting behind Anna started screaming, “She’s here. Here she is.” She pointed at Anna. As quickly as possible, Anna fled. Before she knew what was happening, she was being mobbed. People were requesting her autograph and guys were asking for her phone number. Hands were grabbing at her. All the pushing and shoving overcame Anna as she stumbled to the ground. Neither Anna nor James knew that the declaration of Anna’s identity would cause chaos. Diana and Michael were unable to get to her. Anna lay helpless on the steps. Despite her fight, Anna was struggling to get to her feet. Another knock from an unsuspecting knee to her ribs, and Anna gasped for breath.
 
   James fought his way through the crowd graciously, accepting the pats on the back and congratulations from random strangers. Eventually he reached Anna’s side and scooped her up. She was shaking and wheezing, trying to catch her breath. James carried her down from the stands and hoisted her over the barricades before dropping her into Justin and Ian’s awaiting arms. Quickly Ian deposited Anna into the back of an awaiting ambulance. James, still scantily clad in his barely there Speedo, climbed into the ambulance and held her hand tightly. Anna had lost consciousness and James was already praying to a God he didn’t believe in.
 
   The next morning James and Anna emerged hand in hand from the hospital and faced the awaiting media. James read unemotionally from a short, prepared statement. “We’d like to take this opportunity to beg for some privacy. Anna’s doing fine; she merely fainted during all the commotion yesterday. We will be married upon our return to Australia and for now I would just like to get back to the pool and try to continue to swim well for the rest of the week. Thank you.” Without even giving them the opportunity to ask a question they were ushered into the back of a car and whisked away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   So much had happened in the past two days whirlwind didn’t even begin to explain it. James and Anna were exhausted, both emotionally and mentally. Sinking into the plush leather seats, they sat in comfortable silence reflecting on everything that they knew. Anna was beginning to question everything that they had done, terrified that they’d made the wrong decision. James, on the other hand, was ecstatic about their decision. He was relieved. For the first time, they had told the truth. They had left out some of the minor details or maybe one major detail. The fact that they were already married.
 
   They arrived back at Chesterfield Castle and breathed a sigh of relief. Once again they were able to walk around without an audience. They practically skipped into Diana and Michael’s room to reassure them that Anna was okay. After a few brief minutes chatting and promising that Anna’s health was fine, they escaped into the privacy of Anna’s suite.
 
   Thankfully James had the day off, only having to swim the relay final that night. He’d already checked in with Joel and made sure that it was okay that he not go in today and instead spend the day with Anna. Anna drew back the heavy curtains happily and let the sun shine in.
 
   It was a perfect day. The snow had eased, yet everything still had a soft, thick coat of fluffy white snow covering it. The sun was shining yet it didn’t have the warmth which would inevitably melt the paradise Anna in love with. Outside was unnaturally silent. There were no chirps of insects, no songs from birds, and no signs of life. Anna folded her arms and watched. She was completely captivated by the splendour that was laid before her.
 
   Anna was so caught up by her thoughts that she momentarily forgot that James was there. He snuck up behind her, wrapping his long, muscled arms around her tiny waist. “Now gorgeous,” he lowered his head, dropping tiny kisses on her neck. “I’m all yours, all day. So, what…am…I…going…to…do…with…you?” he panted, kissing her neck. 
 
   Anna giggled. Her husband was an Olympic gold medallist, a world record holder at the top of his game. And he was now gasping, desperately out of breath.
 
   “I don’t know. Any suggestions?” Anna taunted, wrapping herself around him. Anna’s stomach clenched with nerves.
 
   James’s other hand slid under her top and his fingers were tracing circles on the flat plane of her stomach. “I have a few ideas, Mrs. Thompson,” James whispered as he nibbled on her ear before spinning her around and covering her mouth with his own.
 
   All of a sudden, everything Anna had been afraid of disappeared. She looked into James’s warm, inviting brown eyes. Those captivating eyes dissolved all her fears and insecurities. The man before her made her feel comfortable and safe and loved. And there was nowhere else she’d rather be. No one else she’d rather be with. Anna’s arms slid instinctively around his neck, pulling his body flush against hers as she kissed him softly. Their kisses rapidly intensified and within moments their kisses were desperate and ferocious.
 
   “Anna, you sure you want to do this?” James stared at her. He saw the desperation in her eyes. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. Sliding his hands up her back, with one quick movement, he had her top lying in a pile on the floor.
 
   There was no going back. This was it. Anna and James’s one perfect moment had arrived. After holding back for so long nothing was going to stop them now. They were married. Mr. and Mrs. Thompson. And with their hearts leading the way nothing would or could ruin it.
 
   James didn’t seem to care about the state of her underwear and neither did she as he unfastened her jeans and traced a flickering line with his tongue over her breasts and down the flat plane of her stomach. Anna groaned as her body arched convulsively, feeling the urgent, pulsating beat of desire. She tore at his clothes, her shyness forgotten, pulling at the buttons of his shirt, desperate to touch him. His skin felt warm, his muscles hard under her fingers.
 
   They fell on the bed, their clothes discarded, exploring each other with tongues, eyes, and fingertips, discovering each other for the first time. Their desire spiralled out of control until they couldn’t stand it anymore and their bodies cried out for their inevitable release.
 
   Afterwards they lay tangled in the warm, creased sheets, happiness enveloping them like a tight hug. Their sated bodies, drenched in sweat, clung together. Anna’s head rested on James’s heaving chest. He was stroking her hair tenderly. James looked down at her, his smile was devastatingly sexy. They spent the whole afternoon lying in each other’s arms, refusing to part, even for the briefest moment. Now they were enveloped by a cocoon of pure bliss, safe in the knowledge that what had taken place had been perfect.
 
   The next couple of days proved to be harder and more frustrating than all of the previous chaste months. Now they knew what they’d been missing. Their appetite for each other was insatiable. Diana and Michael silently acknowledged the change in both of them and in their relationship. While Anna sat in the stands, James swam. Each time he emerged from the pool he gave her a sly wink and wave before taking his seat with the team. There were no more romantic dinners, no more walks, and he no longer took her home each night—all at Anna’s insistence. They’d already discovered that they couldn’t be trusted when they were alone. Any private moment that they found they couldn’t stop themselves from devouring the other.
 
   James finished the competition with six gold medals. Four came in world record times. On the final day he was awarded the prestigious ‘Swimmer of the Meet.’ Despite the praises from the world and the fact that James had broken new standards with his medal haul, it didn’t go to his head. While the world thought he could walk on water, he took it all in his stride. As everyone around him celebrated his accolades and all his successes, James had only one single focus. All he wanted was to return to Australia and marry the love of his life. Again.
 
   Reluctantly Anna packed her bags and checked out of Chesterfield Castle. Sadness consumed her as she realised that she was leaving her fairy tale. There would be no more early morning walks to the brook. No more snowflakes falling on her eyelashes. No more hours spent lost, exploring all the wonders the grounds had to offer. Anna was checking out of her dream. And as the realisation struck, Anna vowed that one day she would return.
 
   Anna and James came face to face for the first time at the airport. Although they’d spoken on the phone at least twice a day, as their fingers intertwined waiting in line to clear immigration, it was the first physical contact they’d shared since the afternoon wrapped in each other. Quickly they cleared immigration and boarded the plane for the long journey home. Neither James nor Anna were looking forward to the long, uncomfortable flight home, but they both knew that once they got there, they definitely had things to look forward to. James sat next to Justin at the back of the plane, while Anna was seated next to Ian somewhere in the bowels of cattle class. Most of the way home, Anna slept comfortably on Ian’s shoulder. When James wandered past, he saw Anna sleeping soundly on his mate’s shoulder, Ian’s arm draped around her innocently.
 
   “Hey! Watch your hands, mate.” James smirked.
 
   Ian just flashed his trademark panty dropping smile. “I’ll watch mine but I can’t guarantee that your little firecracker wifey here can control hers.” James laughed heartily and kept walking. He was quietly relieved that his mates loved Anna as much as he did, it just made everything easier. 
 
   The plane touched down at Sydney airport just after eight. An hour later they were emerging from the heavy glass doors and into the sticky Sydney air. For the first time since their passion explosion Anna and James felt happy, safe, and ecstatic about the future. They were both shocked by the size of the media contingent waiting outside to take photographs and get their exclusive interviews. Instinctively, James yanked Anna behind him. No one was going to get through him to get to her. Moments later, James was smiling and signing autographs. He didn’t notice when a man grabbed Anna from behind. She lost James’s hand in the crush and was on her own. He didn’t look back as he pushed his way through the crowd and headed for the waiting car. He climbed in and waited expectantly for Anna to slide in beside him. Minutes passed, but still she never appeared.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna stared with horror at the man who had pulled her from James’s arms and into his own. He was a tall, attractive man, with a mound of sandy hair. He wore a grey overcoat, dark glasses, and heavy, black combat boots. He pulled Anna through the crowd and towards his car before tossing her carelessly into the back seat of his black Land Rover. A young woman in the front drove off. Anna was grabbing desperately at the door handle, trying to get out. Tears stung her eyes as she saw James climb out of the car and his eyes began scouring the sea of faces for her. Without understanding what she was doing, Anna was kicking and scratching at the doors and windows, trying hysterically to escape, but it was in vain. Anna turned from frustration to anger and began lashing out at the man who had grabbed her.
 
   “Stop it, bitch!” he commanded with a deep, harsh voice, as he slapped her right across her face. His hand connected with her cheekbone and Anna thought her face was going to explode. Anna rubbed at her face and was shocked to see blood when she pulled back her hand. “Such a pretty face, don’t make me mess it up,” he threatened. His deep rasping voice sent a shiver down Anna’s spine. Before Anna had time to fight, he snatched Anna’s arms and tied them behind her back, binding them with thick strips of grey duct tape.
 
   As reality sunk in and the terror took over, Anna began shaking uncontrollably. Her sobs grew louder until he barked at her again. “You, little Missy, are going to give me everything that my heart desires.” He ran his fingers up and down Anna’s arm, a slimy smile creeping over his face.
 
   Anna summoned some courage that she didn’t even know she had. “H-How can I do that?” stuttered Anna between sobs. “I’m not successful or rich. I’m just a nobody. I’ve got nothing to give you.”
 
   With an evil grin and a vicious laugh, he explained, “It’s not money or success that I want. All I want is what is rightfully mine. Before that sleazy friend, boyfriend, lover or fiancé or whatever the fuck you’re calling him these days, gets it first. I deserve it. I earned it. And I assure you, I always get what I want. I warned him. But he wouldn’t listen.” His calloused fingers stroked her leg. Nausea had her firmly in its grasp. He was going to do whatever he wanted with her until James played into his hands.
 
   The woman in the front turned around and glared at Anna. She was a rather pretty girl with fiery red hair. Her face was covered in freckles and her narrowed brown eyes were filled with hatred and disgust. Anna couldn’t decide if the hate beams radiating from her were targeted at her or the sleaze bag beside her. She looked about the same age as Anna, maybe a few years younger. “Where to?” she asked in a gentle voice.
 
   “I think we would like to go back to my place. Then we can get better acquainted.” She just nodded and focussed back on the road.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James was going crazy. He was still stuck in the centre of the media frenzy. He knew something was wrong. Really wrong. Anna wouldn’t just disappear like that. He had to find her but right now he was trapped. Quickly he realised that the only way to get Anna back in his arms where she belonged as quickly as possible was to ask for help. Again. He knew that he would look like a fool losing Anna twice and in such a short space of time, but right now he couldn’t care less how he came across. Anna was more important than attempting to save face.
 
   “James!” someone called out over the crush of bodies. “What’s wrong? Lose your gold medals?” he was asked as a microphone was thrust into his chest.
 
   James sighed. “I wish,” he murmured under his breath. Running his hands through his hair, trying to contain the panic building inside of him, he pulled himself to his full height. “That young woman who was here with me a minute ago is my fiancée, Anna. Did anyone see where she went?” he asked hopefully.
 
   James’s eyes filled with tears as the cameramen switched their microphones off and put their cameras down. Maybe they do have some morals and compassion, he thought, surprised. One petite young blonde told James that she had seen Anna being whisked away by a man in a heavy grey overcoat and sandy coloured hair. She told him that Anna looked scared and like she was struggling to get away.
 
   James’s heart leapt into his mouth. This couldn’t be happening. They had only a handful of perfect hours together before the world as they knew it had been ripped away from them. Again. Now Anna had been fighting as some guy had thrown her in the back of a car. James’s legs felt like jelly beneath him and moments later he collapsed into a heap on the footpath. People pushed and shoved, trying to get to him. James didn’t know what to do. He was lost. He felt like he couldn’t breathe as he struggled to take in deep breaths. 
 
   The doors of the airport once again opened and Ian strolled out onto the street.
 
   “What the hell is going on over there?” Ian asked as he wandered over towards the action. Fans and journalists jumped backward, allowing Ian to part the crowd like it was the Red Sea, right through to where James was. When Ian’s gaze landed on James, he was unable to hide his shock. James was sitting on the cold, hard concrete shaking and struggling to breathe. He was as white as a ghost. “Someone call an ambulance,” Ian boomed. He sat James up and wrapped his arms around him, trying to keep him warm.
 
   One young fan took off his jacket and handed it to Ian. “Here, use this.” Ian just nodded and draped it over James’s shoulders.
 
   “What the fuck?” Ian queried. It was obvious to anyone who took a moment to look close enough he was balancing on the very edge, threatening to go catatonic at any moment.
 
   The blonde started to explain when a fight broke out behind her. One of the cameramen had started filming again. The news reporter that accompanied him snarled, “This is not news. Turn that fucking thing off!” The cameraman kept filming James, who was sitting there on the ground but his mind was more than a million miles away. The reporter snapped again, snatching the camera and chucking it to the ground, where it smashed to pieces.
 
   The ambulance arrived. Carefully the medics loaded James onto the stretcher and into the back of the ambulance. “We’ll take him to the private hospital,” the ambulance officer told Ian quietly.
 
   “Okay. I’ll make some calls. Is he going to be okay?” The ambulance officer just shrugged his shoulders. Although it wasn’t what Ian wanted to hear, it was his honest opinion. He had no idea. He didn’t know what had caused it and he had no idea how he could be snapped out of it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   By the time the Land Rover stopped not only was Anna blindfolded with her arms bound, but he had also managed to bind her ankles, leaving her powerless and at his mercy. She had no way of defending herself. His accomplice, the oddly quiet driver, pulled the car to a halt and jumped out. 
 
   With his large hands he picked Anna up. Deliberately he snaked one hand on Anna’s bum, giving it a generous squeeze while the other landed on her back. Anna whimpered. She heard his sharp intake of breath and then they were moving again. She couldn’t see where was going, all she knew was that he was climbing stairs before she was roughly thrown onto what Anna could only assume was a bed. She was still pleading with him to let her go, but her cries went unanswered. She didn’t want him to touch her or even talk to her. All she wanted to do was go home and have a shower. When she heard the slamming of the door, Anna assumed he’d left her alone. For now anyway.
 
   She lay on the bed feeling sorry for herself. Forcing herself to swallow down the pity she was feeling, she started trying to wriggle free from her bindings. A moment later she heard the door creak open and footsteps echoed through the room. Despite knowing she should keep calm and talk her way out of this, her anger got the better of her. Anna started squealing. “Get out of here. Leave me alone,” she screeched as she tried to fight her way free.
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss. I really am. What’s your name?” It was his accomplice.
 
   “What the fuck do you care?” Anna snapped.
 
   “Look, I said I’m sorry. What more can I do?” Anna could tell the young woman was faltering. Her voice had become shaky and soft.
 
   “Let me go. Please. Help me get out of here. At the least untie me. Give me a chance,” Anna begged as her anger began to fade and desperation laced her voice. Anna couldn’t find the strength to hate her any more. Now she just wanted this woman’s help. She needed it.
 
   “I can’t. He’ll kill me. I’m sorry,” she whimpered and left the room as quietly as she’d appeared. Anna’s cries started again as she heard a door slam. It was too far away to be the door to the room where she was being held.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Diana
 
    
 
   Diana and Michael were unpacking their suitcases, music playing in the background, when the phone rang. Diana jumped as it buzzed beside her. “Hello, Diana speaking,” she answered formally.
 
   “Diana, hey it’s Ian.”
 
   “Oh hi, Ian. What’s up? You just land?” Diana was used to talking to Ian about anything and everything so it didn’t occur to her that something might be wrong.
 
   “It’s James.” At the mention of his name Diana dropped the shirt she was folding. She prepared herself for the worst. Blindly groping about behind her, she clutched at Michael’s hand as Ian continued. “He’s in hospital.” Without a word, Diana dropped the phone. Michael grabbed it and got the rest of the details, Diana was already upending her handbag searching for car keys. As Ian explained that Anna had been thrown into the back of a Land Rover, Michael’s grip on the phone tightened and his knuckles went white under the strain.
 
   By the time they arrived at the hospital they were forced to battle their way through a large number of local and international press, police, and members of James’s swimming squad. Stumbling into the waiting room, they found Joel and Ian waiting out of the way of the circus.
 
   “What a fucking nightmare!” Joel spat.
 
   “Where’s James? What’s happening?” Diana asked impatiently.
 
   “He’s okay, just in shock. They’ve given him something to calm him. His blood pressure was all over the place. But if I’m being honest, right now I’m more worried about Anna,” Joel admitted, shooting Ian an anxious look. “The police have interviewed everyone that they could. They’ve got a description of the man and the car. We grabbed a photo of Anna out of James’s wallet for them. I just pray that she’s all right.” Joel paced, silent tears ran ignored over his cheeks.
 
   He’d known Anna a while now and she had become just as important to him as any of his swimmers. They were like a family and Anna was a part of that. She didn’t deserve this. She’d never done anything to anyone. She was a normal kid and now she had been kidnapped. 
 
   Diana and Michael went in to check on James. He was sleeping soundlessly, his cheeks stained from tears that had threatened to drown him but he was breathing steadily. Diana reached out and took his hand. Michael stood behind her, his hands resting gently on Diana’s shoulders. “It’s okay, sweetheart…” Diana mumbled, as she began to sob. “We will find her. She will be okay. I promise.”
 
   Michael looked at Diana and asked nervously, “Do you think that was the truth?”
 
   “It has to be. It just has to.” Diana shuddered, falling into his outstretched arms.
 
   An old, fat policeman waddled over to where Diana and Michael cried. He removed his hat and spoke slowly. “Mr. and Mrs. Thompson. Sorry to interrupt but I have some good news. It’s about Anna.” Diana’s head shot up. She wasn’t sure what was coming next, but she just prayed it was good news. It had to be. They couldn’t take much more bad news. “We’ve found the car that we think was involved with the abduction of Miss White. We have the female driver in custody. The bad news is, however, she’s refusing to tell us Miss White’s whereabouts.”
 
   Michael was usually a kind, considerate man, not often letting his temper consume him. But this was just way too much for any sane person to handle. “Make her talk. You have to find Anna,” Michael boomed at the officer. He managed to bite his tongue before the words that were bouncing about in his head took an unchaperoned stroll out through his mouth. ‘Maybe if you stopped sitting around on your fat arse eating doughnuts all day you’d have found her already.’
 
   “That’s why I am here, Mr. Thompson. I need you to tell me truthfully, would Miss White just take off?” His voice was calm and Michael understood that he really was trying to help. No matter how many stupid and misguided questions they asked Michael endeavoured to answer them. 
 
   “No. Anna would never run off and leave James. They were going to be married in a few days. She was beyond excited about it.” Michael offered as many details as possible. After a few more useless questions the officer shuffled away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna’s arms were heavy and everything ached. She’d fought her bindings until they had started to cut into her skin. Her wrists were scraped raw and beginning to bleed. She bit her lip in an attempt to hold back tears that were teetering on her eyelashes. She wanted to get out of there so badly she was considering the possibility of cutting her arms off if it would help. With her constant wriggling Anna fell off the bed and landed with a thump on the cold, wooden floor. Moments later the door was pushed open. In stalked the man with the wandering hands and picked her up, tossing her back on the bed. As she landed with a bounce, her head hit the metal frame, making her see stars.
 
   He’d left the door ajar and Anna could hear the television going in the background. She heard a familiar, calming voice talking about the Australian swimming champion, who, only hours earlier had arrived back in the country after collecting gold medals and world records, was lying motionless in a hospital bed after the abduction of his fiancée. The presenter went on to tell that they had found the car used in the abduction and they had already taken the driver into custody. It gave Anna a renewed sense of hope. Someone was looking for her. She only prayed that they got to her in time.
 
   Her captor had also been watching. He knew he was running out of time. They had his friend, now it was only a matter of time before she caved. Strutting confidently back into the room he watched while Anna continued to squirm. “Well, now. Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” he said slyly.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” Anna screeched back at him, kicking her legs wildly.
 
   “I don’t think you have a choice,” he growled, grabbing at her legs. Anna’s heart raced faster as she twisted away from his fingers. Anna didn’t know what it was that he wanted, but she knew she didn’t want to find out.
 
   She didn’t have to wait very long. Without warning she was suffocating under his weight. With renewed determination Anna fought harder and more ferociously to get out from under him. As he squirmed about on top of her, his breathing came in short sharp bursts and Anna could smell the overwhelming stench of stale bourbon on his breath. He was kissing and licking at her face. His hands traced roughly up and down her body without discrimination. With all the hatred she could muster, Anna spat in his face. Almost instantly he retaliated, slapping her face, reopening the gash. The force had been such that Anna flew out from underneath him and landed on the floor. Without her arms to break her fall, Anna’s head bounced off the floor, knocking her unconscious. As Anna lay on the floor not moving and barely breathing, her attacker smiled deliriously.
 
   “Come on, man. It was never supposed to go this far,” a second voice reminded him.
 
   “Don’t be such a pathetic wimp. That bitch deserves everything that she gets. I was never good enough for her. I put up with all her bullshit for years. And you, I don’t know why you’re being such a pussy all of a sudden. First she lies to you. Gets you interested, and then as soon as you’ve bared your soul to her, she shoots you down. And finally, only when she’s been caught out does she confess the truth,” the angry man bellowed.
 
   “I know what she did. I’ve heard the stories a million times. But that doesn’t mean she needs to get hurt. Ease up, hey?”
 
   “Go easy? Go easy? This bitch turned my life upside down and inside out for years. And you don’t want me to hurt her. She fucked me over time and time again. And the only way for me to feel better is to repay the favour. The slut broke my heart and then gave someone else what was rightfully mine. So now I’m going to get my revenge. So stop being a little bitch and let me take what’s mine,” he snapped finally, swinging out at his accomplice.
 
   Anna began to stir. Her legs were still bound together but her arms had been untied from behind her back and were now attached to the bed head. Her blindfold had been removed but it still took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the light. She was in a dark, untidy room. The room was sparse with a solitary bookcase crammed in one corner and the bed in the other. 
 
   Anna’s sobs grew louder as she looked up at her wrists. They were burnt and bleeding, her ankles much the same. He’d removed her clothes and now she was lying there almost naked. All that remained where her polka dot cotton panties and white sports bra. Anna could see the pile of her discarded clothes tossed in a heap on the floor. She looked down at her body and began thrashing about wildly, trying to cover herself. Embarrassment flushed through her but didn’t last. Instead almost as quickly as it had descended it gave way to an all-consuming rage. Once again the tears came and Anna began coughing violently. It was a mistake. He heard her spluttering and raced back into the bedroom.
 
   Anna immediately recognised him. Grant. He’d tied her to a bed. He’d knocked her unconscious. He’d stripped her of her clothes. And he’d smacked her around like a man possessed. Anna froze. She was paralysed with shock when she realised that it was Grant standing before her. Someone she’d known and loved in one way or another for as long as she could remember. Yet now he was about to put her through hell.
 
   “Princess,” he said, stroking her face. “You’re awake, sleeping beauty. Now we can play,” he slurred. He was even more smashed than earlier. She watched him with wide, horrified eyes as he stumbled over and locked the door. She heard someone banging on the door, pleading with Grant not to hurt her, but he ignored his pleas. His wild eyes firmly fixed on Anna. She knew what he wanted and she was so repulsed she threw up all over herself.
 
   “That was not attractive,” he cautioned but he didn’t seem bothered. The stench of vomit filled the room and quickly became too much for him to handle. He ripped the sheet from the bed and wiped her down before tossing it aside. “Don’t do that again, sweetheart, or I’ll get angry. And you don’t want that. Do you, Princess?” Grant was perched on the side of the bed, running his fingertips up and down Anna’s body. Anna flinched. She was stiff and scared. She couldn’t move. It was taking all of her strength to hold back tears. Anna turned to face him. If Grant was going to take part of her soul, a part of who she was, she wanted him to see the damage he was causing. She wanted him to see how much she hated him. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   Diana sat by James’s bedside the entire night. Michael had tried but he couldn’t sit still, not knowing that some maniac had Anna. Michael was furious, once for himself and once for his son. They didn’t know who had her, let alone what they were capable of. Eventually James began to stir. When he woke he was oblivious to what was going on around him. He didn’t remember anything. Not Anna being taken. Not talking to Ian. Not even the long, flight home. It was like the last twenty-fours just never existed for him. Perhaps this was a good thing. Nothing good had happened in those twenty-four hours. Diana knew he had to be told and she knew how much it would hurt him, but he had to know. The doctor had warned them of the possibility that when James awoke, he would know what happened, but there was a chance that he would have repressed the memory to ease the pain. He suggested that if he didn’t know, the sooner that James confronted reality the quicker he would recover. Physically, at least.
 
   As much as Diana didn’t want to be the one to tell her son the gut-wrenching truth she had no choice. It had to come from someone he loved. After all, she was his mother. “James…” He rolled over and looked his mother squarely in the eye. “There’s something that you need to know. It’s about Anna,” she began, as she felt her chest constrict.
 
   “Where is she? Is she outside? Can you send her in?” James was sitting bolt upright now, his eyes frantically darting around the room, searching.
 
   “James, listen to me. Anna has been abducted,” Diana blurted out. It was a horrible thing but trying to pussyfoot around it wouldn’t help. No matter how she told him, James was going to react badly. “Yesterday, outside the airport. You were with her. Do you remember?” James couldn’t answer. He just started hyperventilating. He was pulling at the bed covers and trying to get out of bed. “Where are you going?” Diana asked softly.
 
   “Where the fuck do you think? I need to find her. I can’t just lie here and do nothing. I have to find her,” James spat as he stuffed his shoes on. He jerked open the door; Joel, Ian, and Michael jumped simultaneously. He wasn’t the one they were expecting. “I’m going to find Anna. If any of you want to help me, let’s go. If not, I’ll see you when I get back. With Anna.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna thought that she was either in hell or if possible, somewhere worse. She wasn’t sure. Grant, who reeked of alcohol, crawled all over her, his prominent erection digging into her stomach. Her whole body shuddered as he ran his long dirty fingers up the inside of her thigh. “Get off me! Please, Grant. I’m begging you. Please don’t do this. Please leave me alone,” Anna begged unashamedly. Beneath him she was fighting more intensely than ever.
 
   “I told you to behave and I wouldn’t hurt this pretty little face. Again,” he growled at her. The back of his hand collided with Anna’s face again and split her lip. Her head was pounding. Her face was red and swollen. She looked as though she’d spent ten minutes in the ring acting like someone’s punching bag. 
 
   But as much as she wanted to, Anna wasn’t stupid. She knew there was no point screaming, she’d already tried that and no one had come. She knew the more that she fought the more he would beat her. As disgusting as it was, Anna was forced to accept that it might be better to go along with what he had planned, than to make it worse. She just wasn’t sure it was possible to control her gag reflex for that long. Anna knew the person who was on the other side of the door wanted to help her, but they didn’t have the strength or the courage to stop Grant.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James sprinted from the hospital and down the road to the police station. If they had information that could be useful, he wanted it. And he wanted it now. No matter what the cost. Joel and Ian trailed behind him, unable to keep up the pace. It was just after three in the morning when James burst through the police station doors and begged for help.
 
   “I’m very sorry, sir, but we have no information that we can give you at this time. If you would like to leave a contact number, I will contact you as soon as we know anything,” the officer stated, dismissing him as politely as possible.
 
   After the night James had he was in no mood to be fucked around with, especially if Anna was in danger. “I do not want to go home and wait for you to call. I am going to find Anna with or without your help, so I would appreciate you telling me anything that you know. Please, please, help me.” James’s head dropped down onto the counter with a thud as he broke down in tears.
 
   “Fine! Fine! Calm down. You didn’t hear this from me.” He leaned over the counter. The sight before him of a desperate and broken man disarmed him, and despite his better judgement, he wanted to help. “We have the woman in the interview room who’s admitted to driving the car that Anna was taken in,” he whispered.
 
   “Well then, she knows where Anna is.” James’s head shot up. He was face to face with the constable. “Where is she? Did she tell you? Let’s go and get her.” James was speaking so fast that everything came out in a mumble.
 
   “At this stage she is refusing to say anything. Maybe you can talk to her. I understand it was you that they originally wanted anyway. Would you consider talking to her?” It was three in the morning and the officer was tired. He’d been hoping for a quiet night to get through the backlog of paperwork, but now he was wide awake and ready to solve this problem.
 
   “If it will help get Anna back I’ll do whatever it takes.” After a quick security check, James was ushered through the station towards the interview room.
 
   He froze as he looked through the window. The young woman who he was about to interrogate looked scared and fragile. Her red hair covered most of her face, but it couldn’t hide the stains from the tears she had shed. He received his final instructions from the overweight constable and strutted through the door.
 
   The young woman saw him coming and jumped to her feet. “I am so sorry,” she sniffled apologetically. “I had no idea what they were going to do.” She begged for mercy but James had no interest in giving it.
 
   “Look, Miss…”
 
   “It’s Young. Janelle Young,”
 
   “Miss Young. I will be honest with you. I really don’t care what you did or didn’t do. Right now all I want to know is where she is. Please tell me so I can get my girl and take her home.” James was doing remarkably well at keeping control of his emotions. “Please, tell me where she is,” he asked softly.
 
   “She’s…she is in a flat. You were never supposed to get involved. It was always about her,” Janelle began to explain.
 
   “I don’t understand,” James said, obviously lost. His accusing face had faded and now he was trying desperately to understand. Why would someone go after Anna? he asked himself, bewildered.
 
   “They both knew Anna. Before you. He said he fell in love with her at first sight. But she wouldn’t give it up. She was determined to hang on ’til she was married. Then you came along. And he knew. He knew that as much as she loved you, you loved her just as much. And his obsession grew. Then when he met you in Canberra he saw firsthand just how connected you two really were. Then you went to England and it was like something inside of him snapped. Even from the other side of the world, he said he saw that something had changed. And that’s when he lost it. He was convinced that Anna gave you the one thing that he wanted. The one thing that he had convinced himself was rightfully his. And that’s when his scheming started. He planned on taking her. I was just the bait. He threatened my son’s life if I didn’t help him, and my son, Ben—he’s only six. He didn’t deserve to die, so I helped him.” Janelle was sobbing uncontrollably. James understood why Janelle had helped this maniac, but now she had to help him find Anna.
 
   They sat in silence for a few moments. Janelle sobbing, James madly processing everything he’d learnt. After a few minutes James refocussed and blurted out, “You said ‘they.’ Who the other one? What did he want?” James needed as much information as possible. He didn’t care how much it hurt to know the truth, he needed to know.
 
   “He met her a few weeks ago. He was obsessed with her right from the very start. But she didn’t pay him the attention that he thought he deserved. She was too caught up in her own little world. Too caught up in you,” Janelle hiccupped between sobs.
 
   “Please, Janelle. Please help me? Where is she?” James’s eyes told the truth. His heart was breaking for this poor young woman, but that would have to wait. He had to save Anna and Janelle was his only chance.
 
   “His name is Grant. Your fiancée, Anna, I think he said her name was…she knows him. You met him in Canberra a few months ago, just after you announced your engagement. When you find her tell her that I’m sorry. And James, be careful. He’ll do anything to get what he wants.” Quickly she rattled off an address and then slumped to the floor. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Grant clambered off Anna and for the first time she saw him. He was still that attractive young man that she had fallen in love with what seemed like a million years ago now. His hair was a mass of dirty, uncombed browns. His wide brown eyes were rimmed red. Anna knew she shouldn’t feel anything, but she had once loved this monster. She thought she knew him but now she didn’t even recognise him. She had never seen him like this before. His tall muscular stature, which had once made her feel loved and protected, was now animalistic and intimidating. Leaning over the top of her, he whispered into her ear seductively, “Now don’t go anywhere, sweetheart, I’ll be right back.” With one last lick of her face, he turned and left the room.
 
   Anna watched as he strode confidently out the door. After a few quiet moments, Anna heard an argument break out. It was then that Anna finally realised that, as much as the other man wanted to save her, he wasn’t going to. He was going to leave her there. Leave her there alone with Grant. He was going to walk away and leave her at the mercy of Grant’s whims. Then the realisation struck Anna like a sledgehammer. If she was going to survive she was going to have to do it herself.
 
   The arguing got louder and louder before coming to an abrupt halt, quickly followed by the slamming of the door. The man who didn’t want to see her hurt was gone and all of Anna’s worst fears were confirmed. Now it was just her and Grant.
 
   Less than five minutes later Grant sauntered back in, a sly smug smile covering his face. “Now, Princess, where were we?” Grant smirked, sliding onto the bed beside her. Slowly he undid the buttons on his shirt, revealing his perfectly toned chest. He threw his shirt across the floor and kicked off his shoes. He stood up proudly and unzipped his pants. Beneath his baggy blue jeans he wore a pair of black satin boxer shorts; Anna could see his erection straining the fabric. “I forgot something, Princess, I’ll be right back. Don’t miss me too much,” and with a wink he walked briskly from the room.
 
   Anna gave up crying, she’d accepted that it was no use. She figured the quickest and safest way out of this wasn’t to annoy him but instead just concede. The idea repulsed her but it was her only hope if she wanted to get out alive. The door creaked open once again and Grant stalked in, one hand behind his back. He was carrying something but Anna couldn’t see what it was.
 
   He reached out and twisted her nipple through her bra. Anna bit her lip, trying to ignore the pain. He saw the disgust etched into her face and just grinned. “You’re going to get everything that you’ve ever wanted but would never let me give you. God knows, that pretty boy fiancé of yours can’t give it to you.” And that’s when Anna saw red and lost control of her tongue. She’d put up with him abusing her both verbally and physically but now he had crossed the line. No one said anything bad about James and got away with it. Not on her watch.
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Grant!” Anna spat. “You obviously don’t know him. Leave me alone! You know you can’t compare to him. Not now. Not ever. That’s the real reason you’re doing this. So why don’t you just let me go and save yourself the embarrassment? You’re nothing, Grant.” Anna’s words were so harsh and unexpected that she saw Grant physically recoil at her words.
 
   His hunger for her body was overtaken by the hurt and anger she’d evoked. He slapped her again before revealing the knife he’d been hiding. He showed her the long, stainless blade. Anna froze. She’d come to accept that he was going to abuse her body but she’d never stopped consider the fact that he might actually go through with it and kill her. “Shut up. I have more in my jocks than that pathetic attempt for a man could ever dream.”
 
   Anna felt the cold blade press against her skin. With a few quick movements he had cut her bra to enough pieces for it to fall off her shoulders and reveal her plump breasts. He stepped back and admired his handy work. “Well, aren’t those beautiful? I never did get the chance to meet them before. God knows I deserved it. I put up with your crap long enough!” Anna tried to kick him, but her legs were still bound. He swept the remaining bits of bra from her chest and Anna watched on, horrified, as they fluttered to the floor like confetti. Anna’s chest lay exposed in the frigid air, her nipples puckered from the coolness, and she was mortified by her nakedness. A few more swift moves with his knife and her underpants were gone. For the first time, Anna believed he was capable of murder.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   James sat in the front seat of the police car as it raced across town. Sirens were blaring, the lights flashing as they ran every red light they’d come across but it still wasn’t fast enough for James. “Come on, man. Please step on it,” he begged. Joel and Ian were following behind them in Joel’s car. All three fully-grown men felt as though they were superheroes on a mission to save the damsel in distress, Anna, who was at the mercy of the maniac.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Grant lowered himself on top of Anna with a lick of his lips, careful not to squash her under his weight. He rubbed his long, muscular body up and down on top of her, his excitement digging into her. Turning her face away from him, Anna refused to meet his gaze. Grant’s infuriation bubbled to the surface. “What? Aren’t I good enough for you? Whore! Look at me!” he spat angrily as his fingers dug into her thighs.
 
   Summoning all her strength, Anna turned her head and glared at him. The repulsion in her eyes showed exactly what she thought of him. Now she couldn’t contain her fury and revulsion. Instead Anna told him exactly what she thought of him and didn’t hold back. “Yes, Grant, you’re right. You aren’t fucking good enough for me.” Anna’s harsh words cut right through him. “You’re a monster! Look at what you’re doing to me. You’re not even half the man James is. You make me sick. This isn’t right, Grant. And you know that.” 
 
   Anna saw him clench his fist and knew what was coming but she was powerless to stop it. He released his fist and landed a blow to the side of her head. Instantly Anna’s eyes watered and her face swelled.
 
   “I’ve had enough. Now I’m going to get exactly what I earned. And I don’t give a fuck what you say. I am taking what is rightfully mine,” he snarled directly into Anna’s face. She watched in horror as his face turned red and his nostrils flared. Moments later he was wriggling about, trying to remove his boxers without dismounting. A wave of nausea filled Anna’s mouth and she was forced to swallow it back down.
 
   Straddling Anna’s hips, Grant wrapped his hand around his erection and stroked himself with a satisfied smile. Anna turned away, repulsed. With one hand he grabbed Anna’s chin and turned her head to look at him. “Like what you see?” He grinned. “You’re about to get up close and very personal. He’s waited a long time to meet you.” He smiled. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   The police car pulled to a halt with a screech of the tyres at the front of the block of flats. It was exactly as Janelle had described it. James leapt out of the car and raced across the street. A pair of arms reached around his waist, pulling him to a grinding halt. A burly policeman held him, telling him to wait until the officer assured him that as soon as they could, they would let him go in and get Anna. But first they had to get Grant under control. Four police ran up the staircase, taking the steps two at a time. James was never more than one step behind.
 
   By the time they reached the landing outside the apartment James thought his heart was going to break through his chest. Leaning up against the door, the officers could hear Grant’s disgusting words. They could hear his deep, slurred voice and they could feel the same repulsion that Anna was enduring. James was pushing them, urging them to hurry up and go in.
 
   “We can’t just barge in. What if he’s armed?” one officer asked, sticking to protocol.
 
   “Can’t you hear what’s going on? The only thing that he’s armed with is his dick. And it sounds like he’s waving it in my wife’s face,” James countered as he pushed his way to the front of them. “If you aren’t going to go in, I will.” A wave of apprehension fell across them. They knew James was right.
 
   They forced James backwards before turning their attention on the door. “Police! Don’t move!” one officer boomed to an empty room. Forgetting about any possible danger, James led the others down the hall towards the moaning. Nervously he pushed open the door and saw something that made him want to gag. Grant was straddling Anna, rubbing his thick, veiny cock up and down Anna’s quivering body. He was masturbating on top of James’s wife.
 
   “Get the fuck off her,” James bellowed at him. As three of the police grabbed Grant, throwing him to the floor, the other detained James. James would have killed him on the spot without batting an eyelid. He looked over at Anna who was still lying there, naked and shaking uncontrollably, with tears streaming down her face. James’s heart broke when he saw the damage that had been done. Between her split lip, the black eye, the burn marks around her wrists and ankles and the cut on her cheek, James didn’t know where to look. Anna, his precious Anna, looked like she’d been to war. James fought free from the officer’s grip and was at her side in a single step.
 
   James sat down on the bed next to her and removed his shirt. Quickly he untied her bindings and pulled his shirt over Anna’s exposed body, giving her back what dignity he could. Anna forced an appreciative smile. “Thank you,” she mumbled between sobs into his shoulder. Carefully, James pulled her into his lap and examined her. Her wrists had begun to swell and bleed again where he had removed the tape. After only a moment’s hesitation, Anna snuggled into James, as close as she possibly could and let go. The dam burst. Anna couldn’t help but cry her heart out, the violent sobs reverberating through her body. James just held her tighter and let her fall to pieces. He knew she’d never hit the ground. He’d always be there to catch her.
 
   “Mr. Thompson, we’ll take him down to the station. We’ll need a statement from your fiancée as soon as she feels up to it. I’ll wait for you downstairs. I’ll take you two to the hospital so she can get checked out,” one young officer said, shaking James’s hand.
 
   “No!” Anna squealed, wrapping her body even closer around James.
 
   “It’s okay, Anna. No one’s going to hurt you now,” James promised, knowing that it was a promise he could keep. No one was getting near Anna without his say so. “I’ll take you home,” he mumbled softly into her hair, looking up at the officer.
 
   “Thanks for everything. I really do appreciate it.”
 
   Anna shrugged her arms through the sleeves of James’s shirt that hung off her body. She was thankful James was so much bigger than her, his shirt looked like a dress. Without breaking contact, James scooped her up and her arms wrapped around his neck so tightly it almost cut off his oxygen supply. “I’m sorry. I am so sorry,” Anna cried, squeezing even tighter. Right now, it was the only place that she truly felt safe.
 
   “Shh, it’s okay. I’m going to take you home and put you in a hot bath and then to bed. I am exhausted and I know you must be,” James assured her. He carried her down the stairs and put her into Joel’s awaiting car. Silently, Ian covered them in a blanket and Joel pulled out into the traffic.
 
   By the time that they pulled into James’s driveway Anna was snoring softly in James’s lap. Diana ran out the front with Michael following closely behind and met them on the driveway. James tried not to wake her as he carried her inside. James was terrified. She was deathly pale and silent. Diana had disagreed with James when he decided to bring her straight back to the house rather than taking her to a hospital, but James was adamant all Anna needed to survive this was unconditional love and support and time. All of which he planned to give her. Personally.
 
   Although he had seen it with his own two eyes, James still couldn’t believe it. When he’d met Grant he’d been the one who seemed so supportive of their relationship, but after seeing the monster that he truly was, James was more confused than anything. Was he still in love with Anna? Or was it just physical? Or was he really just fucked up? 
 
   James placed Anna into the hot bubble bath, yet she still said nothing. As he turned and attempted to leave the room, Anna refused to let go of his hand. She refused to let him break the contact. So instead, James stayed beside her, sitting on the cold tiles, just holding her hand. For what seemed like forever he just kept repeating to Anna, and to himself that she was okay. She was safe. When the water went cold, there was still no movement from Anna. James lifted her out, dried her off, dressed her in her pyjamas, and then tucked her into his bed. Anna winced in pain as Diana applied some anti-bacterial lotion and bandages to her wrists and ankles.
 
   Not wanting to leave her side, James crawled into bed beside her and immediately she nuzzled into his arms. Anna had never been clingy before but now after all that had happened she wasn’t letting him go. James was still stroking her hair when she fell asleep.
 
   Carefully James edged out from under her, taking his time to make sure he didn’t wake her. Downstairs, he swallowed the bile that filled his throat and made the call he never wanted to make. He rang Kathryn and Brandon. They were on their way before James could even finish explaining.
 
   James was sitting at the kitchen counter, looking for answers in a glass of juice when Diana walked in. “How is she?”
 
   “Sleeping,” James sighed wearily.
 
   “Looks like you should do the same. Go on! Go and get some sleep. She’s going to need you, now more than ever, and you’ll be no good to her if you are tired and grumpy.” Diana was right. It made complete sense to try and get some sleep.
 
   “I can’t. I just keep seeing her. Lying there with that asshole…” James’s voice trailed off. He had gone deathly white.
 
   “Try not to think about it. You saved her. You got to her before anything happened. You’re her knight in shining armour. I’m sure once Anna has had some time, she’ll be fine. And it’s all thanks to you. Now, bed!” Diana commanded. After giving his mother a hug James walked back upstairs, climbed in next to Anna, and went to straight to sleep.
 
   Kathryn, Brandon, Lachlan, Kate and Kelley arrived within hours. Diana and Michael had waited up for their arrival knowing they would want details. Diana explained the best she could, skimming over some parts deliberately. This was hard enough to hear without the imagery. Brandon was sent into a state of overwhelming shock. 
 
   “What do you mean it had nothing to do with James? I don’t understand. Are you really trying to tell me that this maniac only wanted Anna?” Brandon couldn’t believe it. He was lost and confused and beyond pissed off. His daughter was almost raped and he couldn’t understand why.
 
   “That monster who attacked her, apparently you knew him,” Michael said. Brandon’s already frantic eyes widened. “Someone named Grant.”
 
   A confused look consumed Brandon’s face. “Grant,” was all he managed to splutter. Brandon had loved Grant like a son when he had been in Anna’s life. And despite everything that had happened between them, whenever they ran into each other, Grant always spoke to Brandon as if they were friends.
 
   All Kathryn wanted to do was to see her daughter with her own two eyes. She didn’t care about the details. She needed to see for herself that Anna was okay and safe. Diana led the way with Kathryn, Brandon and Kate trailing behind her. As quietly as she could, Diana pushed open the door. They all stood in silence. Anna was curled up in James’s arms and both of them were sleeping soundly. Thankfully, neither of them stirred despite their audience. The day, which had been filled with so much drama, had completely exhausted them.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Anna awoke the next morning shaking. Not from the cool morning air, but from a paralysing, all consuming fear. Despite being wrapped around James like a vine, she felt more alone and more afraid than she’d ever dreamt possible. Dropping her head back against the pillow dejectedly, Anna fought desperately to regain control of her breathing. Sucking in deep breaths and counting to five before exhaling again. She glanced at the alarm beside the bed, it was still early and dawn hadn’t yet broken so she was even more determined to force herself back to sleep. But more importantly she was determined not to wake James. He didn’t need to know that every time she closed her eyes she saw Grant looming over her. Or that every time the breeze ruffled her hair she could feel his bourbon-soaked breath on her cheek. Even without him saying it, Anna knew that James already blamed himself for everything that happened; she wasn’t about to let him feel worse. Sighing, she snuggled into him closer, her head on his wide chest, and willed herself back to sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   It was just after nine when James struggled from bed. It was the latest he had slept for as long as he could remember. He didn’t know if it was the relief of competition being over, the jet lag, the drama from the previous day, or a combination of all of the above which had been responsible for his exhaustion, but something had knocked him out cold for hours. And when he woke he wasn’t pleased about it. Anna was still sleeping soundly and as he looked down to her precious face his anger resurfaced and he was forced to swallow it back down. If anything she looked worse than the day before. The cut on her cheek was angry and the bruising had really taken hold now. 
 
   Crawling out from under Anna more delicately than ever before James headed towards the racket downstairs. He could hear the clinking of glasses, incessant chatter, and laughing. ‘What have they got to fucking laugh about?’ James thought bitterly, wiping the sleep from his eyes.
 
   As he made it to the kitchen he realised that everyone was there. Of course he had known from the night before, but even that seemed like more of a blur now than anything else; a nightmare that he couldn’t wake from.
 
   “Morning, sunshine,” Renee chirped happily as he shuffled into the chaos.
 
   James didn’t bother with a response but instead a deep growl rumbled from the back of his throat as he headed straight for the fridge.
 
   “Someone got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning,” Renee continued, unable to help herself. 
 
   “Renee.” Michael frowned. 
 
   Stiffly Kathryn turned to James and watched him. She watched as he pulled a glass from the cabinet and filled it with juice before gulping it down silently. 
 
   James could sense the room watching him. Everyone’s eyes stalked his every move. “She’s okay,” he offered. As his words reached everyone’s ears he watched as they visibly relaxed. Shoulders slumped. Loud signs were released.
 
   “Thank you,” Brandon exhaled, refilling his coffee cup.
 
   But it was as if James’s words were Anna’s undoing. Her piercing scream cut through the quiet. “I got her,” Lachlan called out as he took off racing upstairs, his feet barely touching the steps.
 
   Michael saw the physical distress this caused his son so reached out and rested his hand on James’s should in a sign of reassurance. “It’s okay, James. Lachlan’s her brother. Let him help her,” Michael attempted to calm him.
 
   James’s pale face failed to hide his scepticism but he remained frozen to the spot. He wanted nothing more than to wrap his arms around Anna and promise her the world. He would give her anything as long as she was okay. There was nothing he wouldn’t do. But he was immobile. Too afraid to move. And when the next bloodcurdling scream punctured the silence, his heart shattered.
 
   “I’ll go,” Kathryn declared, pushing out of her chair and heading up the stairs.
 
   She was barely out of the room when they heard Lachlan summoning her, “Mum! Get up here!” Kathryn’s speed increased as unease fell across the room.
 
   James took a step towards the doorway, but Michael’s grip tightened. “Let Kathryn go,” he said, asserting his authority. Both James and Michael knew that if it came to a battle of strength, Michael didn’t stand a chance but for now James relented. Only no one knew how long it would last.
 
   Renee stepped up beside her brother and slipped her arm around his waist. She peeped up at him as he chewed nervously on his bottom lip while he waited. James didn’t even notice she was there until she squeezed him and whispered into his ear, “She’s safe, James. No one can hurt her. Not here,” Renee swore.
 
   And although James knew that she was right it didn’t make him feel any better. “What’s taking so long?” he demanded impatiently.
 
   Everyone looked at each other expectantly, but they all remained silent. It was a question that had no answer. As much as they all wanted one, there was no answer. Seconds felt like hours and minutes felt like days as they waited. James found himself reaching out and taking hold of his mother’s hand, desperate for the reassurance that only a mother could give. But today, that didn’t work.
 
   “Anna’s stronger than she knows,” Brandon declared to no one in particular. But as soon as the words passed his lips James found himself wondering if that was just Brandon reassuring himself. It didn’t matter if it was. The truth was that he was silently doing exactly the same thing.
 
   “James!” Lachlan called as he rounded the corner into the kitchen. “You need to get up there!”
 
   Renee and Diana couldn’t let go fast enough before James was moving. Everyone hesitated barely a moment before they attacked Lachlan with questions.
 
   “What’s happening?” Brandon asked directly.
 
   “Something’s wrong, Dad,” Lachlan admitted, slumping into a chair. “When I got up there she was squatting in the middle of the bed, her back pressed up against the bed head. Her eyes were everywhere. She wouldn’t even look at me. When I reached out my hand to touch her, she completely flipped out. That’s when she started screaming again.” Lachlan was completely bewildered and defeated. He had never seen anything like it. He didn’t know or understand what was going on. 
 
   “It’s okay,” Michael declared, “You did nothing wrong. Anna’s just been through a lot.”
 
   “But she didn’t even calm down when Mum came in,” Lachlan admitted, shaking his head. “She didn’t even look like Anna.”
 
   “You’re right,” Kathryn murmured as she re-entered the room. “She didn’t look like my little girl. She looked petrified, like she was afraid to move. I couldn’t even get near her,” Kathryn sobbed as she collapsed into Brandon’s outstretched arms.
 
   “It’s okay. She’ll be okay,” Brandon cooed into Kathryn’s hair.
 
   “You don’t know that,” Kathryn snapped bluntly.
 
   “Yes, I do. I’m her father. And she doesn’t have a choice in the matter!” Kate and Kelley just exchanged worried looks. 
 
   “Is James with her?” Diana asked nervously. The truth was she was deeply worried about Anna, but she was also afraid for James. 
 
   “James walked in and just said ‘Hi’ and it was like she woke up. She just snapped out of it. She stopped screaming and babbling. Then when he reached out to touch her, she just pulled him towards her and crawled into his arms,” Kathryn admitted. 
 
   Brandon wrapped his arms around his anxious wife. “Don’t take it personally. She’s been through a lot in the past twenty-four hours. And James was the one to rescue her. Give her time to get her head sorted out and she’ll come around. She just needs time.”
 
   Kathryn wanted to argue but didn’t see the point. There was nothing that she could do to make this better, so for now she would just step back and let James put her baby girl back together. Kathryn just hoped he was strong enough to do it.
 
   “Who wants more coffee?” Diana said, trying to focus on something else. Anything else. Everyone standing there on their tip-toes watching an empty doorway wasn’t going to help anyone.
 
   “Sure,” Brandon smiled, handing her his mug.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Upstairs James and Anna were back in their bubble. Just them. They had no idea of the drama unfolding below and the truth was right now, they didn’t care. They were barely managing to hold themselves and each other together without pretending for their families that they had their happy face on.
 
   “You okay?” James asked as he lifted her effortlessly in his lap to a more comfortable position.
 
   “Mmmm,” she mumbled back into his shoulder.
 
   Kissing her hair lightly, James asked, “Wanna talk about it?” As soon as the words were out he wished he could take them back. Without realising James had touched a trigger point. And not just grazed it. He’d jumped on it repeatedly to make sure he was guaranteed a reaction. Although she was wrapped in his arms, Anna began shaking violently. Her pupils dilated and she broke out in a cold sweat.
 
   “Hey, hey!” James cooed into her ear as he brushed hair off her damp forehead. “It’s okay. It’s just me.”
 
   But his reassurance did nothing. Anna continued to shake as he watched her eyes glaze over. Physically she was in his arms, but mentally she was a million miles away.
 
   “Anna! Anna! Look at me,” he tried talking to her normally but still got no reaction. “Look at me, damn it!” he snapped, harder than he had intended. James knew he had to get his emotions under control because there was no way that this could help, but right now that was like fighting a losing battle. “Anna!” he tried again.
 
   And then she was found. Like that she came back to him and slumped in his arms. The shaking stopped as quickly as it had come and despite her clammy skin Anna felt like she was back to normal.
 
   “Hey, Princess.”
 
   “Hey,” she answered weakly as she looked up into his wide, relieved eyes.
 
   Afraid to say anymore, but terrified not to, James took a gamble. “Where’d you go?”
 
   “Huh?” Anna grumbled bewildered. She wasn’t acting much that out of the ordinary, more like she had just woken up dazed and confused.
 
   “Anna, you know I love you, right?”
 
   She didn’t answer but instead offered him a wide, honest, and open smile. At the sight James felt his heart do a back flip of relief.
 
   “And y-you know I’d do anything to protect you. And you know I’d n-never let anyone hurt you, right?” he stuttered, swallowing the guilt. Despite the truth in his words James couldn’t help but feel like a failure. He failed to protect her when she needed him the most. But from that moment he promised himself he wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Anna sighed.
 
   Taking a deep breath, James pushed. “Then talk to me. Please, Anna, talk to me,” he pleaded, pulling her even closer.
 
   Anna took a few deep breaths and intertwined her fingers with his before beginning to speak. She spoke no louder than a whisper and if she hadn’t been perched in his lap, James wouldn’t have heard a word she said. “I’m okay.”
 
   “You know it’s okay if you’re not. I mean…I’d understand,” he frowned.
 
   “Okay fine. I’m not okay. But I will be. It’s just…hard,” she admitted sadly.
 
   “Don’t force yourself. Take your time. No one’s going to hold it against you or judge you for it. Promise.”
 
   “But nothing happened! You saved me. You got there before he had a chance to…” but the words caught in her throat.
 
   “I should have got there sooner.”
 
   “Don’t, James! You didn’t do this. I did. Grant was my past, my mistake.”
 
   “No! Don’t you dare blame yourself for that psycho! I shouldn’t have let it get that far. I shouldn’t have let go of you,” James snorted, running a hand through his hair, trying to regain his composure. “Anna, this is my fault.”
 
   Tears were streaming down her face, over the scratches and past the bruises, but she didn’t care. Instead she buried her face in James’s shoulder and sobbed until she had no more tears left to cry. James never once moved. Instead he just sat there holding her hand and stroking her back, letting Anna get it out. And if she needed to cry it out and soak his shirt, then that was fine. He hated seeing her broken but nothing and no one would stand in his way as he tried to put her put back together. If people thought winning a gold medal or breaking world records took dedication then they hadn’t seen anything yet. He owed the sobbing woman in his arms the world and nothing would stop him from giving it to her. Ever.
 
   Two hours later Diana and Kathryn crept up the stairs to check on their children. The screaming had long since died off and they couldn’t hear any noise at all. Curiosity had gotten the best of them and they couldn’t wait any longer. The door was already slightly ajar and Diana knocked on it quietly before pushing it open a little wider so they could see everything was okay with their own two eyes.
 
   Relief consumed them as they saw Anna perched in James’s lap, their hands tangled in each other, James’s head balanced precariously on top of Anna’s as they both snored softly.
 
   Kathryn mumbled, “Thank fuck,” before she realised what she had said. She turned and looked at Diana, embarrassed as her face turned a shade of fire truck red.
 
   Diana just smiled knowingly. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” Moments later, reassured and relieved, they closed the door and headed back downstairs.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   Once they had reported in, everyone broke off into different directions. Kate and Kelley had discovered James’s vast collection of Wii games and were battling it out in what can only be described as the most vicious game of tennis ever played. It combined violence, sledging, and an occasional volley.
 
   Brandon and Michael retreated to the backyard and were attempting to clean the barbecue, despite the fact that it was already spotless. Adam and Lachlan vanished somewhere leaving Renee, Diana, and Kathryn sitting around the kitchen table speechless.
 
   No one knew what to say to make this better. It didn’t matter what they did or what they said, they knew they couldn’t take the pain away, no matter how much they wanted to.
 
   It was Renee who broke the silence. “What are we going to do about the wedding next week?”
 
   “Next week?” Kathryn and Diana answered in unison puzzled.
 
   “Yeah, didn’t you get your invitation? Anna planned everything while you were in the UK. Before she flew over and joined you. Everything’s arranged for next Friday,” Renee explained.
 
   “I don’t know,” Kathryn answered, feeling off kilter. She knew that Anna had been looking forward to marrying James and making it official, but now it seemed like everything was up in the air. At this point, Kathryn wasn’t even convinced that the Anna she had always known and loved was in there.
 
   “Do you think we should cancel?” Diana offered.
 
   “Cancel what?” a voice whimpered from behind them, shocking them all.
 
   Anna stood there wearing James’s clothes. They hung off her shoulders. The faded blue hoody hung almost to her knees and she didn’t have any hands. Her arms were wrapped protectively around her stomach, her hair was dishevelled, but she was standing. And she was present. And in that moment, nothing else mattered.
 
   “Hi honey,” Kathryn almost cried. 
 
   “Hey Mum.” Anna smiled, reaching out and taking Kathryn’s hand. And that gesture alone was enough to reduce both Kathryn and Diana to a puddle of tears. “Geez!” Anna giggled, looking at Renee’s stunned expression.
 
   Thankfully Renee was quick to pull herself together and recover from the shock. Anna, the real Anna, the Anna that she knew and loved was standing before her. Except for a few ugly bruises and scrapes there was no sign of the broken Anna that had been carried through the house only hours earlier.
 
   “Your wedding next week. What do you want to do? Cancel or go through with it?” Renee asked matter-of-factly. 
 
   “Cancel? Why would I cancel?” 
 
   “Cancel what?” James grinned as he strode purposefully into the room and stood behind Anna, draping his long arms over her shoulders. Instinctively Anna leaned back into the warmth of his embrace.
 
   “Our wedding,” Anna explained. “Wanna go ahead with it or cancel?”
 
   “Your call,” he answered diplomatically, shooting his mother a knowing look.
 
   “Let’s do it! What have we got to lose? And besides, once it’s out of the way we can get on with our happily ever after. And I’m so ready for that!” Anna squealed excitedly, causing Kate and Kelley to drop the Wii controls and race into the kitchen.
 
   “What’s with the squealing?” Kate asked, eyeing Anna, who was beaming.
 
   “We’re getting married next week!” Anna giggled, unable to stop herself. 
 
   Kate and Kelley looked to their mother for some kind of explanation but Kathryn had nothing. All she could offer her confused daughters was a half-hearted shrug.
 
   “Yay!” Kelley mimicked, elbowing Kate in the side.
 
   “Yeah! Awesome!” Kate agreed her heart not really in it. But Anna didn’t notice. She was too busy staring at James, a wide, happy smile covering her battered face. And in that moment, James knew that she had never looked more beautiful.
 
   An hour later James managed to drag Anna away from the clutches of the other women in the house who had immersed themselves in finalising trivial wedding details. 
 
   “You hanging in there?” he asked as he led her by the hand out the back door and towards the pool.
 
   “Yeah, it’s just weird, I guess,” Anna admitted, shrugging a reluctant shoulder. James just squeezed her hand and waited patiently for her to continue. “I mean, I love my family. And yours. But…but…”
 
   “It’s okay, you can say anything to me, you know that.” He smiled.
 
   “I just feel like they’re all watching me. Every time I move, their eyes seem to follow me. It’s like they are waiting for me to break down or crack up. It’s unnerving.” Anna felt guilty as soon as the words tumbled from her mouth. “And don’t try and tell me that they aren’t,” she warned.
 
   “They’re not.”
 
   “I can prove it,” Anna announced with certainty.
 
   “How?” James asked as he sat down on the side of the pool and dangled his feet in the cool water before tugging Anna down beside him.
 
   “On the count of three turn around and look at the kitchen window. I guarantee that there will be at least three sets of eyes watching our every move.”
 
   Reluctantly James nodded his agreement. “One…two…three,” and then on queue they both turned around. James gulped loudly. Standing in the kitchen window, watching their every movement stood Brandon, Lachlan, Michael, and Diana. James shook his head with disappointment as he locked eyes with his father. There was no avoiding the truth when it was standing there, burning a hole in the back of Anna’s skull.
 
   “Told you so,” Anna smirked, kicking up water, splattering James.
 
   He didn’t know what to do. He had no idea how Anna would react to anything that he said in that moment. She was more delicate now than ever and James was determined to not be the one person that pushed her over the edge.
 
   But he knew he had to say something. “We could always give them something to look at.” He winked, making Anna’s heart flutter wildly.
 
   “Have anything specific in mind?” Anna taunted as she watched James’s face register her words.
 
   After a long moment of silence staring at his feet through the water, James asked nervously, “Seriously though, what do you want me to do? They’re just worried about you, that’s all.”
 
   Anna just shrugged. The truth was she understood why they were watching her. And if she was in their position she would do the exact same thing. But right now it was making things harder. She just wanted to pretend it hadn’t happened. That might not be considered the healthy option or even the right choice, but for her it was. It was all she could handle in this moment. And having her family constantly circling was definitely not helping her avoid reality.
 
   “What if I got you out of here for a couple of days? Just you and me.”
 
   “What about training? We can’t just leave,” Anna sighed as disappointment consumed her.
 
   James just laughed and hugged her tight to him. “Six weeks off, remember?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. No training or media for six weeks. Or should I call it bliss?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   James
 
    
 
   It was something that James had insisted on when he had first joined the senior squad. Immediately after a major competition, no matter the result he would walk away from the pool for a couple of weeks. No media. No training. No strict diet. In his mind this was the only way he could go back. Without the break to be a normal guy, James knew he wouldn’t last long, no matter how impressive his results were. 
 
   And right now he had never been more thankful for that decision. Now he had six whole weeks out of the water. He had time he could spend with Anna. And after everything that had happened, it couldn’t have come at a better time. James needed it more than he cared to admit. He needed the time to just relax; time to just be there for Anna when she needed him. She might have been playing it tough right now, but James wasn’t about to allow the delusions to lead him to believe that she’d stay that way. He’d use the time to find them a home. Take Anna on a proper honeymoon.
 
   “Then hell yeah! When do we leave?” Anna’s smile lit up her whole face. 
 
   Chuckling to himself, impressed with his own genius, James jumped to his feet. “Give me ten minutes to make some calls and I’ll let you know. But you know the hard part?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Someone has to tell the vultures.” He smiled his panty dropping smile, turning back to the kitchen and waving animatedly to their audience, sending Anna into an uncontrollable fit of giggles.
 
   Laughing, Anna yelled, “Bags not!”
 
   “Cheat!”
 
   “Nah uh! Besides, I have an ouchie.” Anna grinned, pointing to the cut on her cheek.
 
   “Fine!” James grumbled. “But that excuse has been used now. Hope it was worth it!”
 
   “Oh, it was.” Anna smiled, melting his heart. The truth was in that moment all she had to do was ask and he would have given her anything. And James didn’t care how pathetic and pussy whipped that made him.
 
   Walking back towards the house hand in hand, Anna felt like herself for the first time. Maybe it was because she wasn’t actually thinking. Her entire focus was on the future and the man at her side. She had neither the time nor the energy to dwell on the past.
 
   “Oh Anna, good timing!” Renee exclaimed as Anna stepped through the door. 
 
   Without time to react or object, Renee grabbed Anna’s hand and led her back to the table where Kate and Kelley sat poised with magazines in hand. As soon as Anna’s fingers lost contract with James she felt the loss deep in the pit of her stomach and the nerves came back with abundance.
 
   “So Anna, where are we doing the photos?” Kelley asked.
 
   “What photos?” Anna asked, mystified.
 
   “Your wedding photos? Where are you planning on doing them? Not some place lame, I hope,” Kate added.
 
   “I hadn’t really thought about it. Wherever. I don’t mind,” Anna conceded. 
 
   “You’re hopeless,” Kate snapped, her snarky attitude creeping through.
 
   “Kate!” Kathryn scolded as she joined the others at the table, a fresh cup of coffee in hand.
 
   “And not to dampen the mood but you remember that these will also be James’s wedding photos?” Diana added.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Kathryn retorted defensively.
 
   “Nothing like that. I just mean that magazines are going to want James’s wedding photos. So there are going to be offers to sell them,” Diana explained.
 
   Anna sighed heavily. Couldn’t she just have something normal for once? “You’re sure?” Kathryn asked, sensing her daughter’s defences go up.
 
   “Sorry to say but, yeah. On this one I think I’m right. I mean hey, they wanted his eighteenth birthday party photos; but his wedding a week after his haul in Manchester–they’d pay the big bucks for them.”
 
   “Do they have to sell them?”
 
   “No, not at all. But keep in mind somehow they will get photos anyway, whether they take them and pay for them or not.”
 
   “Anna? What do you think?” Kathryn offered, watching as she picked at her nails absentmindedly.
 
   “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it,” she admitted sheepishly. Gone was the girl who barely minutes ago was laughing and full of life as she played in the water with her husband and in her place was a nervous, twitchy replica. “But if they’re going to take them anyway, we might as well control what shots they get.”
 
   “Anna!” Kathryn exclaimed. “You don’t marry someone to get your photo on the front of a magazine!”
 
   “I don’t think Anna is—” Diana began but was cut off before she had a chance to make her point.
 
   “Let me finish!” Anna said, raising her voice, causing everyone to look at her with their mouths gaping open in stunned silence. “They’re going to take them anyway. At least this way we can decide which bits of our—” she emphasised the word to ram home her point “—day they see and what is kept private. So we might as well take the money. But if it’s okay with James, I don’t want the money.”
 
   “If what’s okay with James?” he asked as he sauntered back into the room, a mischievous glint in his eyes.
 
   “Anna wants to sell your wedding photos,” Renee caught him up bluntly.
 
   James shot Anna a stunned look. Of all the things that they could have been discussing this hadn’t even registered in James’s psyche. “But if they would let me finish, yes, I think we should sell our wedding photos. But I don’t want the money. If it’s okay with you I would rather donate whatever we get for them,” Anna finished.
 
   If they weren’t all stunned into silence before they were now.
 
   “What charity were you thinking?” James asked, stepping behind her and resting his huge hands on her shoulders supportively.
 
   “Lifeline. But it can be anyone. I just think they need the money more than we do.”
 
   “I’ll call Tim and get it done,” James stated, not missing a beat.
 
   “Thank you.” She smiled up at him.
 
   “I love you. You’re perfect, you know,” James gushed, dropping kisses on Anna’s forehead as he pulled his mobile from his pocket and began scrolling through the contacts looking for Tim’s number.
 
   “No, James, I’m not.” Anna smiled sadly. “Perfection is just an illusion. I’m nothing special. I’m just me.”
 
   “Well, you’re everything to me, Mrs. Thompson,” he whispered into her ear so no one else heard but wishing he could shout it from the roof tops. He didn’t want to hide their marriage anymore but another couple of days wouldn’t kill him. But they couldn’t pass fast enough either.
 
   “I’m so proud of you two.” Brandon smiled, clapping James on the shoulder.
 
   “Right, enough with the interrogation, the stalking, and the heavy,” Anna announced, pushing back her chair. “I’m going to the gym for a much needed work out. And,” Anna held her hand up to silence the many comments that were about to come flying in her direction. “I don’t want to hear any more about it. There is a boxercise class in half an hour and I plan to be in it!”
 
   “Can I come?” Renee asked nervously. The truth was she loved that class and usually went but she was worried that Anna would only see it as another person trying to control her.
 
   “Only if you agree not to hold back,” Anna conceded happily before bouncing up the stairs to get ready.
 
   “James?” Diana questioned.
 
   “She’s fine, Mum. She just needs to deal with this in her own way and in her own time. We just need to be there to catch her if she falls.”
 
   Although Diana was sceptical she nodded her agreement and started gathering the dishes to clean up.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Anna
 
    
 
   An hour and a half later Anna emerged from her boxercise class exhausted and sweaty but somehow energised. It was almost as if she had fought the demons out from inside of her. Instead of letting them eat away at her, she punched and kicked them straight out. 
 
   Renee and Anna stood in the hallway outside the room waiting for the line at the water station to die off so they could refill their bottles before heading home. Through the glass Anna spotted James just finishing up his own workout. Even though he was officially on holidays, he still worked out a couple of times a week. Otherwise it would just take too much hard work to get back into it. He claimed it was just easier. And really, he liked the feeling and the freedom a good work out gave him.
 
   In front of Renee a guy in extremely short running shorts bent over and gulped down large, loud mouthfuls of water. Anna turned away, embarrassed when she realised she could see most of his straining underwear.
 
   “There you go,” his gravelly voice echoed as he stepped to the side and gave Renee room.
 
   A cold shiver raced through Anna’s voice. She recognised that voice but she couldn’t place it. ‘Maybe I really am going nuts,’ she laughed to herself dismissively.
 
   “Anna?” it vibrated.
 
   Anna’s eyes shot up and locked with his. Trent was standing before her, his hands on his hips. Anger and frustration filled his face and Anna physically recoiled.
 
   “How? What?” he mumbled.
 
   And that was Anna’s undoing. Without a word she slumped to the floor and started shaking mercilessly.
 
   Trent squatted on the floor beside her. “Anna, please. I never meant for things to go that far. I never thought he would hurt you,” Trent added, pausing to really take in the sight before him. Not only was she petrified but the bruises and the cuts were blatant reminders of her ordeal. “I just wanted…I wanted you to feel what it was like to be rejected, like you dismissed me without hesitation. Just because I don’t drive a fancy car, or have money or gold medals doesn’t mean you’re better than me. But you didn’t care. You just rejected me like I was nothing. I just wanted to teach you a lesson. But Grant, he took it too far. I’m really sorry, Anna. I really—” But his pleas weren’t heard as Anna began to scream blue murder.
 
   Trent went to reach out to her but stopped himself. As Renee turned and saw what was unfolding before her she caught James’s eye through the wall and she just nodded quickly as James sprinted to the door as quick as he could, leaping over empty equipment in his way.
 
   Trent took a step backwards as Renee sunk to her knees beside her. “Anna…Anna, talk to me,” she begged, placing her fingers under Anna’s chin and forcing her to look her in the eye. “What is it?”
 
   “It was him,” Anna mumbled no louder than a murmur.
 
   “What was him?” Renee probed as she spied James enter the room.
 
   “With Grant,” Anna whimpered, collapsing against Renee. “What?” James boomed, glaring at Trent, who was cowering in the corner.
 
   “James!” Renee warned but James didn’t hear her. Instead he just stepped over the pile of women on the floor and in one swift fluid movement he released a punch with all that he was. It took less than a second for Trent to hit the ground.
 
   “Renee!” James stated as he dropped his phone into her lap. “I’m taking Anna away from here. Call the cops and let them know we found the bastard.”
 
    
 
   THE END
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