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I look at you and see the rest of
my life in front of my eyes.

 


— (Unknown)
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There’s no logic to these things. You meet someone and you fall in
love and that’s that.
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Chapter One

Anabelle

 


After I’d unpacked and had a cuppa, it
was finally time to do nothing more than relax. I’d come to a nice
secluded private beach resort to recharge for a few weeks. The
landowner had built seven luxury villas along a one and a half
kilometer of beautiful beach shoreline, each villa separated by
plenty of trees and shrubs. From every place it was impossible to
see another, and it gave the impression of being in the middle of
nowhere and all alone. Exactly what I needed. It was mid-May,
Monday the fourteenth, to be exact. Two whole weeks of relaxation.
When I’d signed in and collected my key, I’d been told two villas
had occupants—a couple who would be leaving the next day while the
only other villa in use was booked from tomorrow until my last
week.

Perfect!

These were not the sort of cabins
you’d find in a caravan park—these were the epitome of luxury. Each
one as large as a two-bedroom house, fitted out with no expense
spared. I’d been assured that nothing was too much trouble. The
manager had confidently told me if there was anything I wanted, all
I needed do was pick up the house phone and it would be
delivered—twenty-four hours a day.

In the online brochure, when I had
been searching for somewhere to stay, the villas had looked lovely,
but now, in real life, they were even better. Large, discretely
hidden among the trees, the whole front open to the beach and a
“couples or singles only” policy. I was assured the place was safe
and secure. I could confidently leave the building open with no
concerns of anything being stolen or of anyone entering.

Built on the headland, and open to the
general public, was also a restaurant tucked at the entrance to the
complex.

I’d parked my car in the undercover
garage, gone up the stairs, and walked onto the long, wide, covered
patio facing out onto the clean sands of the beach, complete with a
table, chairs, sun lounges, and a barbecue. With each step, my body
unwound from the tight spring I’d kept it in for over a year. While
unlocking the glass front door, I discovered I could push the whole
front wall of glass to one side and it folded magically
away.

The entire house was open planned with
large, polished off-white floor tiles except for the bedroom and
bathroom.

A split level meant I had to go up
three stairs to the kitchen, a sleek masterpiece of dark wood and
light marble. A well-appointed pantry was hidden away and a big
double-doored fridge was well-stocked with food. When booking, I’d
been asked about my food preferences, foods liked and disliked. It
meant looking into this pantry and fridge was like looking into my
own. Milk, fresh meat if I ate it, and vegetables would be
delivered every three days—perfect. Freshly baked breads, cakes,
and pastries would be delivered daily—all I needed to do was ring
in my order early in the morning.

A beautiful fruit basket stood on the
counter with three bottles of Moscato, my choice, as well as a
lovely arrangement of fresh flowers. I put the Moscato in the
fridge after picking a tuberose from the vase and tucking it behind
my ear.

One side of the house had sliding
doors which opened onto a small tiled patio with a heated lap pool
and a Jacuzzi. I’d definitely be taking advantage of
them!

Investigating further, I went up a
dozen steps leading into an enormous bedroom with a king-sized bed.
A thick, plush, and very soft beige carpet had me scrunching up my
toes in delight. I stood with my back to the bed then flopped
backward onto it, a huge grin on my face. More gifts—chocolates on
the bed bounced across it as I landed on a fluffy bathrobe. The
view of the beach took up the whole glass wall which could also be
pushed aside. Getting to my feet, I ate one of the chocolates while
I discovered another covered patio above the main living areas of
the house. Close to the window, two chairs set either side of a low
coffee table.

The whole place was light and airy
with high ceilings and simply reeked of opulence.

The bathroom shone as the final jewel
in the crown. Beautiful marble and gleaming glass, with an enormous
shower and a free-standing bath which was set in front of a huge
window. Again, the wall folded opened. Here, the glass was frosted,
and if I was worried someone could see in, I could keep the glass
closed. Although being on the second floor of the house, I doubted
anyone could.

The bathroom was on the corner
alongside the bedroom. I could imagine myself lying back in the
tub, sipping a glass of wine while watching the waves roll onto the
sand or studying the wildlife in the forest alongside. The enormous
shower had glass walls so I could see all the tree ferns and
shrubs. I thought it would give the illusion of showering outside.
Unlit candles were scattered on the benches and the sides of the
tub.

The large covered patio stretched
across the front of the house, tiled with the same tiles throughout
the lower levels of the house. With only four steps down, I would
be able to crunch the sand under my toes. I’d certainly be sitting
and reading if I didn’t feel like going down onto the beach. In my
mind, these few weeks would re-invigorate me. I hoped to recharge
my batteries, accept what had been happening over the past few
years and move on. I intended to come back a whole new me, one who
no longer cowered behind the door or who looked a people with
distrust.

I’d selected the villa on the very end
because it butted up to the National Park. I’d been told each
morning and evening the local wildlife came out to feed on the
grass alongside. It would be wonderful to see later, but now it was
time to forget the rest of the world and soak up the atmosphere. It
was time to forget the past and relax.

I changed into a pair of ragged
shorts—cut-off jeans, actually, and a long-sleeved t-shirt. After
tossing my shoes under a chair on the patio, I headed down to the
beach and stood admiring the view for at least ten minutes. It was
almost three in the afternoon and the view was spectacular. This
private beach had a headland of rocks either end. As I was close to
one end, I had a myriad of rock pools, as well as beach front to
choose from to investigate. It delighted me to see an enormous rock
at the mid-tide point attached to the long rock shelf. It was large
enough for at least two dozen people to sit, and on one end it had
been worn away enough to have formed a sort of backrest. It would
be perfect to sit and read on, providing it didn’t get covered by
the incoming tide. I’d have to check.

Wandering down to the water’s edge, I
gingerly let the gentle waves leap about my feet. It was cold but
not unbearably. This year the summer in Eastern Australia had been
the hottest on record and had lingered through March and April with
temperatures in the high twenties and early thirties. Even now in
May it was still warm, and I figured it was the reason why the
water wasn’t so cold. In fact, I probably could have swam
comfortably, even though this beach was on the far south coast of
New South Wales.

Wading along to the start of the
rocks, I began poking in rock pools while keeping one eye on the
incoming tide. As I clambered about, I found a sun-heated rock pool
to sit and paddle my toes in. Tomorrow, if I could remember, I’d
bring my camera down and get some shots of the Tasman Sea, the
waves, and the rocks, but today was all about exploring.

I worked my way along and over the
headland until I came to a high buff that blocked my
way.

I stretched and began to unwind. I
needed this big time. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d truly
switched off. My work had been tiring for a great many years. I was
thankful I now had excellent staff and could safely leave things in
their capable hands. After decades of hard work, I’d made it as a
successful high-end bridal designer and dressmaker. My boutique was
based in Hornsby, and my staff were generally run off their feet
with all our orders.

At last, I could pick and choose who I
designed for and how much I charged. I was in demand. My business
had gone from strength to strength, until now—at fifty-five, I had
eight on my staff, a home, well, an apartment, actually, in
Asquith, no debts, and a decent bank balance. Enough money to
splurge on this holiday in such an exclusive place.

In my mind, it was the perfect place
to get away from everything and everyone.

And one person topped the list—my
stalker—Ed Baines.

Just over a year and a half ago, I had
dated Ed for maybe a month. We went out maybe three times, at the
most four—and before you ask, no, I didn’t sleep with him. It
didn’t take long to discover he was a manipulative, arrogant
bastard, and I quickly got out of the relationship before it even
got started. Unfortunately, he didn’t like the fact I said no
whenever he asked me out again.

At first it was the odd phone call or
email saying ‘hello’, ‘would I like to go out for a meal’. But with
each refusal, he got angrier and angrier. The next six months he
stalked me in earnest.

After the first month, I started
living on my nerves, waiting, wondering when he’d do something. In
the end I went to the police, but not much could be done without
proof.

Ed was interviewed but expressed
surprise and sorrow that I was being subjected to
stalking.

Following the advice of the police, I
changed my landline phone number and got a new number for my cell
phone. Changed all my email addresses, although I did have to keep
my business one.

All those months of continual
harassment had made me afraid to go out unless I had someone with
me. I had become afraid of my own shadow. Afraid to answer the
phone, to check my emails, to even open the door.

I became withdrawn, rarely leaving the
protection of my home. Before all of this, I’d been a confident,
single woman with the world at my feet. But that all changed as I
became reclusive.

No one could understand why I was
withdrawing. They thought with the threat of Ed gone, I should have
been okay, and to be honest, I should have been. But I couldn’t, I
couldn’t trust anymore. It was all I could do to live from day to
day.

I tried, I tried hard to push past the
terror, to live again, but each time I ended up acknowledging the
fear rising up to choke me. I became a loner. Only two couples
stuck by me—Becky and Cass Lees, and Charlie Lyton and Justin. I
had no idea what I would have done without them. They saved my
sanity. They held my hand when the darkness threatened and helped
me as I slowly tried to rebuild my life, my confidence. It took me
almost a year, but at last I reached a point where I could see
people without thinking they might hurt me. Slowly, I rebuilt my
trust.

It was Cass who suggested I get away
and recharge. It was him who convinced me I was ready to take this
next step. He was the reason I now breathed in the clean salty air.
And as I took in that deep breath, I knew he was right.

Clambering back over the rocks, I
reached the edge of the rock shelf and watched the waves crashing
against it, the salt spray invigorating.

I couldn’t help myself, I took a deep
breath and shouted, “Okay, Anabelle Rowley, it’s time to get rid of
the past and grab life again.”

Sitting down, I dangled my legs over
the edge of the rocks touching the water with my toes. I knew I’d
get wet but I didn’t care. I wanted the sea to cleanse me, to make
me whole again. Except I didn’t expect the set of waves that
followed. Within less than a heartbeat, I was soaked to the skin.
After my initial shock, I started to laugh and it was good to be
able to. Maybe it was the first real laugh I’d had in many
months.

After getting to my feet, I walked
back to the beach, dripping. I still couldn’t wipe the grin off my
face. It was as if I were a little kid. Taking a quick glance to
make sure no one was around, I did a little dance on the edge of
the sand, kicking and splashing the water. I was wet. I figured I
may as well go the whole hog and dived in under a wave. It was
cold, but as I paddled about, I was sure this was one of the best
things I’d done in the last ten years.

Finally, I thought I better get back
to the villa. I’d started shivering a little and needed to put on
some dry, warm clothes. Revitalized, I climbed from the water and
walked up the beach. A late-afternoon chill was creeping into the
air as the sun sank lower. I must have been out for a few hours. I
went inside and quickly jumped into the shower after peeling off my
wet clothes and throwing them into the bath. I’d chuck them into
the washer later. The hot water warmed my chilly skin. I closed my
eyes and raised my face, letting the water run all over my body. I
washed the salt and sand from my hair then finally got
out.

Wrapping a towel around myself, I
padded into the kitchen and was surprised to see it was almost four
twenty-five. I went to the fridge, opened the door, and stood
staring in. Wasn’t sure what I wanted to eat, but I did know I
couldn’t be bothered with cooking despite the large chef cooker.
Shutting the refrigerator door, I picked up the menu from the
restaurant and studied their room service list.

Mmm, yum.

After picking up the house phone, I
ordered myself a nice vegetarian lasagna with a mango salad and a
Macadamia nut cheesecake to be delivered around six-thirty. After
giving my villa number, I hung up, pulled on some underwear, jeans,
and a long-sleeved t-shirt. I dragged a pair of fluffy socks on my
feet and surveyed the outside view.

I watched the sun sink behind the
distant mountains. It had almost disappeared when the last rays hit
the water, turning it golden as I stood on the patio. Although I’d
only been here a few hours already, I felt different. I thought I
could at last truly free myself from the past.

****

The next morning, I woke early. I’d
left the glass wall open and had fallen asleep watching the
moonlight play on the water, snuggled under a thick warm comforter.
Now the sun just crested the horizon and it was simply stunning.
Orange, gold, and yellow streaks hit the wispy purple-edged clouds
and bounced across the surf. The wave crests turned gold as they
broke. I sat up in bed, mesmerized by the spectacle. I was sad that
within ten minutes the morning show was over as the sun slowly rose
higher and the day brightened. There were heavy, dark-purple clouds
on the horizon and I wondered if that meant we were in for a storm
later in the day.

After getting out of bed, I dressed in
a pair of three-quarter jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt. In the
kitchen, I studied the fridge contents and settled on mushrooms,
poached eggs, and multi-grained toast for breakfast with a cup of
tea. Once I had it made, I sat on the verandah to eat and watch the
world go by.

All at once, I realized I had a
visitor—actually three. Right in front of the entrance were three
kangaroos. I sat as quietly as I could. The receptionist had warned
me these were wild ’roos and not to feed them. As long as I was
careful around them, there shouldn’t be a problem. I would remember
not to get between a male and any of his harem. These three were
females and two had joeys in their pouches. While I watched them
eating the grass, another six bounded in.

It was obvious who the boss was. A
large, well-developed male spied me and stared. I almost buckled
under his in-depth gaze and his glare never wavered. The other five
were two more females and three youngsters. The big boss decided a
closer investigation was warranted. With one bound, he came onto
the patio then proceeded to sniff around, getting closer and closer
to me all the while. I held my breath as he reached my
side.

Keeping very still, I murmured softly,
“Hello there.”

This big boy reached maybe around one
and three-quarters of a meter, or six feet in the old scale, if he
stood straight upright. His muscles would have made a gym junkie
very envious. He put a paw on my hand as it lay on the chair arm
and studied my face. Leaning forward, he sniffed me. I looked at
that paw on my hand with each sharp nail as long as one of my
fingers and hoped I’d pass muster. If not, he could inflict serious
injuries in less than a heartbeat.

Still keeping his paw on
me, he inspected the table and spied my half-eaten breakfast. A
half hop and he pinched a slice of toast. So much for not feeding them. I
carefully moved the plate further onto the table—multi-grain toast
I didn’t mind, but I didn’t think egg was a good idea for a
kangaroo. He finished eating the toast then realized the plate was
well out of his reach.

He glared at me as if to say, “I was
going to eat that,” but he sat back on his heels and turned his
head to gaze across at his family. I was thankful I obviously
passed the test as he casually went back out to his girls and
joined them eating grass.

It was a truly wonderful experience.
I’d seen ’roos thousands of times, fed them in local zoos and
animal parks, but this was the first time I’d been up close and
personal with wild ones. Although I guessed they’d really be
considered semi-wild. After finishing my breakfast, I watched my
visitors for about a half an hour as they worked their way back
into the bush.

Getting to my feet, I said, “Okay,
time to start this holiday properly.”


 Chapter Two

Anabelle

 


I checked the weather—those clouds
were still on the horizon, but the forecast assured me they’d burn
off later. Twenty-one Celsius. Fine, I could live with that. I
cleaned up from breakfast, brushed my teeth, and tried to do
something with my hair but gave up. I had short hair, cut a little
above my shoulders. It was very curly and I usually attacked it
with a straightener to coax it into some semblance of order as a
bob, but I figured, being on holidays, why bother and let it do
whatever it liked.

I went gray, actually white, years
ago, and now I dyed my hair whatever color took my fancy. This
month it had a few pink and purple streaks. Anyway, I left my locks
to run free and set my clothes from yesterday in the washing
machine. Then I remembered the bread delivery. Some nice fresh
bread would be great.

I found the folder with general
information in it. Reading it told me I had to ring before nine if
I wanted anything delivered for the day, and it would then be
dropped off around twelve. I ordered a baguette and two
multi-grained bread rolls. The nice man on the other end of the
phone told me to put the bread box out, and if I wasn’t there, he
would leave them in it. He also said if I included a note for my
next day’s order each time, I wouldn’t have to ring through
daily.

“I’m Guy, Miss Rowley.
Just put it on the table on the verandah. Make sure you shut it.
The ’roos like to investigate.”

“Thanks, but I discovered
that this morning. Got checked out by a big male who then stole my
toast.”

Guy gave a hearty laugh.

“Yeah, that’d be right. I
know the one you mean. Big guy with a harem of about five girls and
a few young ones?”

“That’s him. He put a paw
on my hand and I nearly freaked. Thought he was going to have me
for breakfast.”

“He thinks he owns at
least half the beach and was probably making sure you weren’t a
threat to his girls. There’s a big fat wombat that lives close to
your villa as well, got a burrow there. Keep your eye out for him.
He’s pretty tame, actually, lived here for years and very friendly.
But watch out, though. He’s a real bulldozer so we call him
Rolly.”

“I’ll look out for
him.”

“Oh, and I’d better tell
you, he has a real love for apples.”

After thanking Guy and hanging up, I
decided to go for a walk along the beach up to the restaurant and
see what was beyond. Once I grabbed a hat, a pair of sandals, and
sunglasses, I headed off after remembering to put out the bread bin
with a scribbled note for tomorrow’s order including a couple of
Danish pastries—I’d have them for my breakfast. The water seemed
colder this morning, or maybe it was because it was still early and
the sun wasn’t all that warm yet. Still, I walked along the water’s
edge, carrying my sandals and enjoying the crispness of the water
against my bare feet. Every now and again I’d pick up a shell or
piece of driftwood, check them out, and then toss them back onto
the sand. I reached the headland and put my sandals on as I climbed
up on the rocks and gazed around.

The restaurant had an outdoor area
perched on the top of the promontory. I walked around the bottom of
the boundary until I came against a rather formidable, very high
rock wall. Unless I was an expert in rock climbing and had some
equipment, I wouldn’t get any further. I spent the rest of the
morning poking in rock pools, annoying tiny crabs, and breathing in
the fresh, salty air.

After a lunch of the fresh bread rolls
piled high with cold slaw, tomatoes, and cheese, I took a book down
to that rock I’d seen yesterday after I realized it would only be
inaccessible at high tide. After slathering on sunscreen, I threw a
towel on the rock and then settled down to read, my sun hat jammed
on my head. The forecast had been right—a mild day, and those heavy
clouds had long disappeared. Everything seemed still, and even the
waves seemed idle and gentle. It was pleasant and soothing. The
mild ebb and flow of the waves created their own soft music. Then
the occasional cry of a gull added to the background sounds. I
spent more time daydreaming or staring at the water than
reading.

I felt lazy, and cleansed. This was
exactly why I was here and it was working. I saw a sea eagle dive
down between a steady stream of waves, and he rose with a fish held
tight in his talons. He flew overhead and then landed near the
bluff to eat his catch. A few seagulls rode the small waves,
bobbing about, getting close to the wave-washed rocks next to me. I
watched as they all rose at the same time. They then flew further
out to sea before landing on the water again. Once more they rode
the gentle surf in. Finally, this time when they flew, they settled
on the beach, preening or merely looking out to sea.

I dropped my book beside me, realizing
I wasn’t going to get any reading done. I lay back against the
rock, sighing loudly. How lovely it would be to be able to relax
like this every day. No cares, no worries, no work. No crazy,
demanding clients, only peaceful scenery with the sound of waves
and a few squawking gulls to break the silence.

After a few hours, I noticed the tide
coming in, so I gathered up my things and walked back to the villa,
stopping every now and again to poke into a rock pool or pick up
something that had caught my eye.

That evening I fired up the barbecue
and made some delicious grilled vegetables with some tofu marinated
in honey and soy sauce. It tasted delicious, especially with the
fresh baguette. I sat on the patio to eat then watched the moon
rise. I’d never seen so many stars. Without city lights, the sky
was a brilliant display of twinkling stars and to say I was
enchanted was an understatement.

I tried to identify the constellations
until my yawning became more demanding. I decided it was time for
bed.

****

When I woke next morning and had
breakfast, it was unseasonably warm. The forecast was for a storm
this evening and around ten I decided to take a plunge. Changing
into my old swimsuit, I ran down to the beach and, before I changed
my mind, jumped in.

At first, the cold took my breath
away, but after swimming a little, I soon warmed up. Lying on my
back, I floated and let the waves lift me back and forth. There was
barely a hint of wind. The surf was extremely calm, but I still
kept my eye on the shore, not wanting to drift too far out. I
wasn’t sure what the rips were here. Not only that, I didn’t want
to be on a hungry shark’s breakfast menu. After twenty minutes, I
waded back on shore and walked quickly up to the cabin.

At the foot of the patio stairs on one
side was an outdoor shower and I was able to get the sand off me
before entering the house. Once I’d showered and washed my hair, I
grabbed a few pieces of fruit and went outside. Snagging a long
cushion off one of the sun lounges, I took it onto the grass
outside. I realized I could use the steps as a backrest if I put
the cushion on the bottom one. Then I relaxed while the sun dried
my hair.

It was probably only ten minutes later
that I bit into an apple. Maybe it was coincidence, or maybe it was
the sound of the crunchy apple, but I heard a loud snort and saw
the long grasses near me sway back and forth as something came
rapidly toward me.

It reminded me of that
scene in Jurassic Park where the raptors took down all the film extras. The grass
was only about a half a meter high where the movement was. I could
thankfully cross off Velociraptors, still, I held my breath. The
rustling grew louder, the snorts more frantic as they got
closer.

Was it Rolly?

At least I thought and hoped that was
what it was. I did sigh with relief when suddenly he
appeared—Rolly. He spied me and the enormous wombat bore down on
me. Not everyone might know what a fully grown wombat looks
like.

If one were to imagine a fat, heavy,
and hairy block of wood about one meter long and weighing around
thirty-five kilos, that was a wombat. With four stubby thick legs
and that was it. They did have a very cute face and ears. As well,
they had long, sharp claws for digging, and when they wanted to go
somewhere, it was best not to get in their way. Nothing stopped a
wombat from going where he wanted to. They were single-minded in
their purpose. They would just walk over or through a person, and
they honestly didn’t care.

That was exactly what Rolly
did.

Grunting like a little fat pig, he
barged toward me faster than I’d thought possible. Before I could
move, he steamrolled across me, crushing my lap in a determined
effort to get my apple. Those claws fastened on my arm, trying to
pull the apple close to his mouth. I really had no choice but to
give it to him. He snuffled his approval, wriggled himself down,
and then happily munched away. When he’d finished, he sniffed the
air and, not smelling any more fruit, settled alongside of me with
his head resting on my leg.

I’d like to say we talked of shoes and
ships and sealing wax, but, alas, his thoughts were likely still on
the apple. He made this funny little sucking sound and occasionally
a loud, hoarse, coughing sound.

It was one of those moments I wanted
to keep alive forever.

Now I was no longer getting squashed,
I felt so privileged. Rolly let me scratch between his ears and
then rolled over for me to do the same to his tummy. He finally
rolled back over and went to sleep. That was when I discovered that
wombats, or at least Rolly, snored—loudly.

He slept alongside me for about forty
minutes before shaking himself, sniffing the air, and then
trundling back into the long grass. I sat there another ten minutes
trying to remember it all from his coarse gray-brown fur, his cute
ears, to his long whiskers, and to his sharp claws and long teeth.
It was imprinted in my memory forever.


Chapter Three

Anabelle

 


After a light lunch of
salad, I decided to read. Taking my book outside, I sat on what was
fast becoming my favorite rock. This time, I was determined to
actually read, and I did. I’d become completely absorbed in my
book, The Dark Lake by Sarah Bailey. Maybe two hours later, I lifted my head,
thinking it was time to go back to the cabin and get a drink. When
I closed my book and was about to stand, I held my breath
quickly.

A whispered masculine voice from my
left had my heart suddenly pounding.

“Don’t move.”

To say I was petrified was an
understatement. All the air was sucked from my lungs. I couldn’t
have spoken even if I wanted to.

“Slowly look to your
right.”

Somehow, I managed to turn my head, my
fear increasing. Visions of my murder crammed into my brain. I
expected to see someone with a gun, but then I almost cried aloud
in relief. Not two meters from me was a large fur seal basking in
the sun. That same deep voice softly spoke again, and I finally
noticed a definite British accent.

“I’ve been watching him
for about ten minutes. I figured you were about to stand up and
both of you would get a fright.”

Get a fright?

Hell, this guy had almost given me a
heart attack!

Still, I sat in silence, not moving,
watching the seal. I could have almost reached out and touched him.
I had no idea when he’d climbed out of the water and settled beside
me, but now I was enamored. His beautiful fur was shades of brown
from light to dark, with a darker eye-mask and unbelievably long
white whiskers. His tiny ears appeared to have been stuck on as an
afterthought. He opened his eyes then yawned, and I got a glimpse
of his very sharp teeth. He scratched under his chin with a flipper
and idly looked at me. Then he turned his head to study my unseen
companion.

Another yawn. He seemed to raise his
head and stretch and then began to shuffle his way across the
rocks. His passage brought him very close to me. I held my breath
as he worked his way past my rock, his flank skimming my feet. Then
with a graceful half-dive, half-slide, he went into the water. When
he surfaced, he peeked back at us then disappeared under the waves.
At last, I exhaled shakily. I couldn’t speak as I took in what had
happened.

“That was fucking
amazing!” that most masculine voice said.

Finally, I turned to see
my companion. Oh hell!

As close as the seal had been and
sitting, near the other end of my large rock was an exceedingly
handsome dark-skinned man. He seemed to unfold stiffly and stood
slowly. Then he came over to my side of the rock. He towered over
me but then perched himself gingerly on a smaller rock nearby. He
searched out to sea where our friend had disappeared, shaking his
head in wonder.

“I never thought I’d ever
get so close to a wild seal.” He turned back at me, his face lit up
with sheer enjoyment. “Like I said, that was amazing.”

Finally finding my voice, I answered,
“Yes, it truly was.”

“I managed to get some
photos on my phone. Would you like me to send you
copies?”

Mm… This was tricky. Yes, I would have
loved photographs, but it would mean giving out my number to a
complete stranger, albeit a gorgeous one. He must have sensed the
reason for my hesitation.

He turned on a hundred-watt smile and
my insides melted as he said, “Stupid idea. Of course you shouldn’t
give out your number.” He appeared to think for a moment then said,
“What if I get a USB stick and copy them?”

“Please, I don’t want you
to go to any trouble on my account.”

“No trouble at all. I
imagine you’d love a photo or two of that encounter.”

“I would,” I said honestly
with a grin. “I really would.”

“Then it’s a deal. I’ve
got a couple of USB sticks back at my place. Once I transfer the
photos, I’ll drop one to you. I’m staying in one of the villas
here.”

Grateful, I replied, “Thank
you.”

“I always thought their
fur was darker, but did you see how light it was in
places?”

“Yes, and those whiskers.
They seemed to go on forever.”

“And what about that
mask?”

“I know, he resembled a
bandit.”

“Or Zorro.”

We laughed and chatted
about the seal as I finally relaxed. I found myself mesmerized by
his accent—very British but not upper class, more down to earth,
like that lead actor in Luther. Actually, that was who he
reminded me off—both with the voice and his handsome appearance.
Wherever the accent was from, it was lovely. Maybe about ten
minutes into our conversation, he introduced himself.

“Gee, I’m rude. My name is
John, John Ethan. In case you hadn’t guessed, I’m English, but now
I live here in Australia.”

Being super careful, I didn’t give my
last name. But maybe I was being over-cautious.

“Hi John, I’m Anabelle. I
thought your accent was English but couldn’t tell
where.”

“I’m an East Londoner,
Hackney.”

While I wasn’t completely sure of
where Hackney was, I could place London. I just nodded. He asked me
what I thought of this place.

“It’s lovely. I’ve only
been here a few days but already I know I could get very used to
living this way.”

“Know what you mean. It’s
the perfect place to recharge.” He nodded his head toward the
horizon. “Although I think we’ve had the best part of today as far
as the weather’s concerned.”

While I’d been reading and we’d been
chatting, the sky had started clouding over. The air had a distinct
chill, and the breeze grew stronger. That forecast storm appeared
to be rolling in. As well, the tide was coming in. Pretty soon, my
rock would be surrounded by water. The waves now wore white caps
and looked more threatening as they crashed nearby.

I gathered my book and stood the same
time as John did. Now I was on my feet, I realized John wasn’t just
tall, he was huge. I was about one hundred and seventy-seven
centimeters but John stood at least two hundred, maybe even
two-oh-five. He was also well-muscled. The t-shirt he wore over
jeans was well and truly filled out. He also had a neatly
close-trimmed beard, and I could see quite a few gray hairs among
the black. His black hair was cropped tight against his
skin.

If I were to hazard a guess, I would
have put his age somewhere around mine, although he may have been
older or even younger—I wasn’t that good at guessing ages. Up
close, his skin took on the hue of rich dark chocolate and his eyes
were almost black like pools of hidden mystery. I couldn’t help
being attracted to him. He ticked every box on the list of
imaginary ideal boyfriends every girl had.

He looked down at me, and with a
smile, held out his hand.

“It was a pleasure to meet
you, especially under such wonderful circumstances. I’ll copy those
photos and give them to you next time I see you. I’m here for
nearly two more weeks.”

As I shook his hand, I got that tingle
of attraction I got when someone turned me on. I thanked him and
offered up the fact I’d be here for about two weeks
also.

“Great, then I’m sure I’ll
see you soon.”

We slowly walked across the rocks
together. Then John said goodbye and headed down the beach toward
one of the other villas. As I climbed up the sandbank and onto my
patio, I couldn’t help peeking back to see if John was still in
sight. I noticed he seemed to limp. He must have felt me looking
because he turned and waved as he disappeared behind the trees.
Caught, I could only raise my hand in reply.

After brushing the sand off my feet, I
went inside. Glancing down, I gave a groan. I’d worn my worst pair
of raggedy cut-off jeans and they were certainly not very
flattering—I hadn’t thought I’d meet anyone. My only consolation
was my legs were smooth, thanks to my laser treatment, as were my
underarms and bikini line.

I had been toying with the idea of
getting more personal with the laser because my more intimate area
had overgrown badly. The truth was a guy would need a guide, map,
compass, and a machete to find his way through the dense
jungle.

It seemed I was suddenly coming back
to life because I rushed into the bathroom and searched in my wet
pack in the hopes I’d packed a razor. With a huge sigh of relief, I
found not only had I included one but I’d even popped in my
personal trimmer—I’d definitely need it to get through the thick
undergrowth.

Ten minutes later after some very
interesting contortionist moves, I inspected myself in the mirror,
trying to decide whether to shave it all off or leave a
landing-strip rather than the neat trim I’d just given myself. In
the end, I thought it would take too much work. I was definitely
getting lasered when I got back home.

Standing naked in the bathroom, I
twisted this way and that to admire my plus-sized shape.

A lot of people wouldn’t like it, but
I did. I loved all my curves and wobbly bits. I loved having big
boobs, although gravity was making them lower and lower each year.
Maybe I could do with losing a few kilos, but I was fit and, more
importantly, I was happy. I wasn’t one of those women who hated
their body, I embraced mine. If people considered me fat, that was
their problem, I considered myself Rubinesque. I didn’t think I
looked my age either. Maybe it was the crazy hair, maybe it was the
wrist tattoos—I had Sanskrit sayings on both wrists to celebrate my
Buddhist beliefs. Whatever it was, I knew most people thought I was
in my mid- to late-forties, which I found extremely
flattering.

My thoughts turned to that gorgeous
hunk of man—was he single or was there a beautiful partner lying on
the chaise, waiting for him to come back from his stroll along the
beach?

Regretfully, a man like that certainly
wouldn’t be single. I thought he’d held himself as if he were in
pain, remembering the way he had stood then sat. I’d also noticed a
rather bad limp when we walked. I wondered if perhaps he was
recuperating from an injury or illness. Would his partner jump up
and show concern when he returned, or would they merely act as if
he were fine?

He was very handsome.

I couldn’t get him out of my mind. I
couldn’t remember another man affecting me the way he did. Of
course, that sexy British accent helped. I thought back to other
relationships I’d had.

In my thirties, I’d had a few but none
lasted more than a month or so. Maybe I was picky, maybe my
expectations were too high, but there really wasn’t that spark,
that overwhelming sensation of adoration that I’d been told people
have when they’re in love.

Becky and Cass were prime
examples—they’d been married forever and yet it was obvious to
everyone they were still in love. Neither could keep their hands
off the other, they still wrote love notes to each other, and still
kept the fires raging. It was the same with Charlie and
Justin—their love for each other was so obvious to anyone. I, on
the other hand, had never experienced that blinding burst of magic
when I touched a person, I had barely raised a miniscule ember
until now.

I closed my eyes, pretending to sense
the spark of electricity from John’s hand. I imagined how his
fingers would caress my skin and ran my own hand up my body. Even
the thought of him touching me made my nipples hardened.

Hell, now I was faced with
a hunk that pushed a hell of a lot of buttons and a lot more, who
was probably at this very moment making love to his soul
mate… Fuck, just my damn luck!


Chapter
Four

John

 


I couldn’t help the grin on my face.
The last thing I expected was to meet someone as cute as Anabelle.
I figured she was in her late-forties, maybe a little older, but
boy was she lovely. There was something about her that sang to me
like never before. I’d always been drawn to full-figured women, and
Anabelle had curves aplenty. I could imagine wrapping my arms
around her with all that luscious flesh to squeeze and caress. I
loved the messy wild hair she had. Crazy color, but it actually
suited her.

The first thing I did when I got
inside the villa was copy the few dozen photos I’d taken, making
sure I didn’t copy the ones I’d taken of Anabelle. I’d keep the USB
in my pocket until I saw her again. I hoped it would be
soon.

Standing, I tried to stretch
carefully, lifting my shirt at the same time. The jagged cuts
across my abdomen, my thigh, and my shoulder still appeared raw to
me, and I knew it would be months before I was back to my usual
self. At least my old handler had ensured I had this lovely villa
for two weeks to recuperate before I moved into my new
home.

He hadn’t been all that impressed when
I told him I’d intended to quit before this all happened. When I’d
promised I’d do only one more job, neither of us had the vaguest
inkling it would end up with me being shot a few times and
clinically dying as well.

The whole exercise had gone belly-up.
It had been a farce from start to finish, and I’d had serious
misgivings before we’d even began. I told him my concerns, but he
was my boss and I had to go in regardless. Despite the idea in
movies, most of the time my type of work was pretty mundane and
safe. There was a lot of sitting around, a lot of research before
people like me get sent in. Naturally, things could go wrong, the
same as in any other job, but of course when they went wrong in my
line of work, people died.

Anyway, this last job had ended up as
a shootout with the whole op blown wide apart.

When I recovered, I’d heard my bosses
had caught a mole who’d sold intel on me to the ‘asset’. Basically,
the whole thing was a major fuck-up and I’d been compromised big
time. Fucking bad luck for my last job.

News went out that I was dead. The
idea was to ‘delete’ me completely. My handler had arranged my
‘funeral,’ to add authenticity to my reported ‘death’. I wondered
who’d stood by my graveside, who’d mourned me. I had no one I was
close to me. Impossible to develop relationships when I had to
change my identity, go undercover, and sink deep into an op. My
boss also decided I would be shipped off to the other side of the
world to spend out my remaining years.

Still, my handler and the department
had pulled out all the stops and my boss had dragged in every favor
to arrange my speedy immigration to Australia. All those weeks in
the hospital had given him plenty of time to get things done. I was
sure he felt guilty how things had gone because he organized
everything right down to this place.

After working for him personally for
over twenty years, he knew my likes and dislikes. He’d found a
house for me to live in, to call my own. I was lucky I had
inherited wealth from my late parents because the pay for my line
of work was pretty poor. Truth was we didn’t do it for the money,
we did it for the love of our country.

I intended to spend my retirement
casting a line, pottering in the garden, doing plenty of cooking,
and just relaxing. The house I now owned sounded perfect to do
exactly that. It was set on ten hectares of river-fronted land, but
I’d had yet to see it in the ‘flesh’, so to speak.

It was in a place called Marlow in New
South Wales, and it sounded like living in the middle of nowhere,
but actually it wasn’t that bad—about a twenty-five minute drive in
one direction to the thriving Central
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