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For my Dad

Who taught me how to swim in the ocean
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Chapter One

Gracie Sutherland sat across the desk from her boss and best friend, Virginia, in Virginia’s office a storey above the pools where Gracie taught swimming lessons. The smell of chlorine pervaded the entire building, even up into Virginia’s office. Despite knowing Virginia for a decade and a half, Gracie had never seen her look quite like this. Virginia was trying so hard not to smile that her entire face was contorted.

‘What’s the matter?’ Gracie asked.

‘We’ve had an interesting request for some private lessons.’

This wasn’t unusual. Virginia’s swim school, White Horses, offered private lessons, even at private pools. This didn’t explain the way Virginia’s mouth was twitching.

‘A very lucrative request,’ Virginia continued.

This was unusual. It was important to Virginia, as it was to Gracie, that anyone who wanted to learn could regardless of their means. Virginia charged students as little as possible, which meant that over the years, she had come close to not being able to pay her mortgage on several occasions. The pools also needed upgrades that she could hardly afford.

‘I’d like you to do it,’ Virginia said.

‘Of course.’

‘Maybe listen to what it involves first.’

‘They want swimming lessons?’

‘Yes. It’s an adult.’

White Horses taught people of all ages. And adults typically wanted to do their lessons in private, usually scheduling them first thing in the morning or at night.

‘He’s thirty-five.’

Gracie nodded. A couple of years older than her. And hardly the oldest student she’d ever had. Gracie had taught several people in their sixties. Swimming was great exercise, placing less strain on joints. ‘Does he have any special needs I should know about?’

‘No underlying conditions, as far as I know. He’s quite healthy, very fit by all accounts.’

Teaching a fit person would be easier than teaching someone with a condition that needed managing. Gracie had special skills in teaching people with injuries or illness to learn to swim, as swimming could be excellent therapy. She didn’t understand what the fuss was about.

‘That’s all you want to know?’ her friend pressed.

‘Does he want to do the lessons here at the pool?’

‘No, he’s visiting from the US. He’s staying out at Watsons Bay and would like to learn out there.’

‘That’s a bit of a pain.’ Watsons Bay was in Sydney’s exclusive eastern suburbs, where the easternmost tip of Sydney Harbour met the Pacific Ocean. At least an hour’s drive away from Gracie’s home in the southern suburbs. ‘Do you know how big the pool is?’

‘Fifteen metres.’

That was massive for a private pool. But still, if this man wanted to become proficient over any distance, they’d need to visit one larger than that.

Virginia pulled her funny face again. ‘He needs to learn for his job.’

‘What’s his job?’

Virginia finally admitted defeat and smiled broadly as she delivered the next piece of news.

‘He’s an actor. He needs to learn for his new role. He can’t swim at all, apparently.’

‘Oh.’ That was out of left field. But Gracie still said, ‘Okay.’

‘They’re paying us too well to refuse. I’ll finally be able to think about upgrading the big pool. And there’s a bonus in it for you. You start the day after tomorrow.’

‘Why me?’

‘Of course I’d send you. You’re my best instructor. And you could do with a change in scenery.’

Gracie scoffed. ‘I’m fine.’

Virginia raised an eyebrow.

Gracie drove her twenty-year-old car to and from the pool Wednesday through Sunday each week. She spent the days breathing in chlorine and her evenings with prune-like fingers, cooking, washing and helping her parents. Or sitting on her couch with Biscuit, her eight-year-old tabby. She was happy where she was.

But Gracie could hardly say no to Virginia, not only because she was her boss, but also because Virginia was her dearest and closest friend, the one person in the world in whom Gracie had ever confided her darkest and most shameful regrets.

‘How long does he have to learn?’

‘Two weeks.’

‘Eeek.’ That wasn’t long. But if the man was healthy and coordinated, it might just be enough.

‘And they need you to be available while they’re filming in case he needs any additional help.’

‘What does he have to learn?’

‘To swim twenty metres or so, and tread water. There’ll be some underwater shots, too. I’ll email you the brief.’

It sounded doable.

‘There are lots of contractual things to be aware of, NDAs and the like.’

Gracie suddenly saw where this was going as Virginia continued. ‘But the thing that’s really important to them is secrecy. No one can know that he’s learning to swim. That he can’t already swim. If you need to help him on set, you’re to tell people you’re his trainer, but no one is to know that he’s a beginner. They’ve come to us for anonymity.’

‘Not because we’re good?’

‘We’re the best.’ Virginia smiled. ‘You’re the best.’

Gracie dropped her head. She was good at her job. It was important. Each time she saw a report of a drowning, particularly of a child, her heart broke for the person and their family. Teaching some actor to swim, even for a movie role, was still teaching someone a skill for life.

But shame? Ego? She hated that. Plenty of people never had the chance to learn to swim. The stigma around it only made it harder for people to start, which in turn made them more likely to get into dangerous situations.

Gracie shook her head.

‘It’s no big deal,’ Virginia said.

But it was to her. It was dishonest.

As an actor, this man was clearly all about his reputation and couldn’t possibly be seen as less than perfect. She shook her head again.

‘It’s too much money to refuse. You know how tight things have been. We need this. And you’re the best there is. I trust you more than anyone.’

And Gracie trusted Virginia. No one else had ever made her feel so safe and accepted.

‘We won’t get any publicity for the school, though,’ Gracie pointed out archly. A lucrative contract was one thing, but publicity for White Horses for teaching a movie star would be infinitely greater.

Virginia shrugged. ‘You can’t have everything.’

No. You really couldn’t. But Gracie didn’t ask for much. Just some peace and quiet. A gentle life. One without drama. She’d had enough of that to last a lifetime.

‘And what happens when he needs to swim longer distances?’

‘Then you bring him here. After hours, I suppose. No one is to know he’s getting swimming lessons, remember.’

‘Virginia, seriously? There’s no shame in not being able to swim. We need to remove the stigma so that more people come and get life-saving lessons.’

‘I know. And ordinarily I’d agree, but this contract is worth too much money for us to refuse.’

White Horses was a successful swim school, but Virginia was hardly rolling in cash. After everything Virginia had done for Gracie over the years, how she’d been a supportive boss and best friend and confidant when everything else in her life was falling apart, Gracie would do anything for her. And Virginia knew it.

‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’

‘You don’t have a choice, because you have a conscience. I know you. You believe in this place. And you believe in teaching everyone to swim, so of course you will say yes.’

‘Okay.’ She sighed. The two weeks would go by quickly.

‘It’ll be fun!’ Virginia said.

‘If your idea of fun is helping celebrities to lie?’

‘Don’t be silly. A change is as good as a holiday, and we all know you don’t take enough of those.’

She didn’t, but what was the point? What would she do all day? This was where she wanted to be. She loved her job, and as far as she was concerned, it was a gift, not a burden.

‘What will you wear?’ Virginia asked.

Gracie groaned. ‘This!’ She pointed to her uniform. Black shorts and one of her many yellow rash vests with the White Horses logo emblazoned across the front. ‘My rashie!’

‘You don’t have to always wear that, you know.’

‘Why would I wear anything else?’ Gracie said, though suspected this was yet another gentle attempt by Virginia to encourage her to ‘get out there,’ wherever ‘there’ was. Gracie was perfectly happy either being at home in her garden with her cat or at the pool. It wasn’t a big life, but it was big enough for Gracie.

‘Just have fun,’ Virginia insisted.

‘Aye, aye, Boss.’ Gracie tipped her head and turned. Her first lesson of that day was due to start.

‘Gracie?’

‘Yes?’

‘You didn’t even ask who he was.’



He’s just like any other client. Just like any other client.

Gracie stood by her comment of two days earlier and was wearing her usual work outfit. She didn’t want him thinking she was making any special effort for him. She’d dressed as she always did.

She pulled over to the side of the road and checked the address again. She was unfamiliar with the winding streets of the far eastern suburbs, with large fences partially obscuring even larger houses. She was in the right place. The house was not even visible behind the high brick wall, though the street number was subtly written by the gate.

She climbed out of her ancient hatchback and felt momentarily self-conscious about parking it on a street like this. Every car she’d passed in this suburb was less than a few years old. Hers was being held together by the dirt she hadn’t been bothered to wash away.

You don’t care what he thinks! He’s ashamed of having swimming lessons, remember?

He was also, as Google had repeatedly told her, the best kisser in the world.

That was the one thing she was really trying hard not to think about.

Connor Day, world famous movie star, was gorgeous, blond-haired, blue-eyed, tall and broad-shouldered. He’d had his big break playing the loveable yet foolish foil to a cleverer brother in a series of movies about two brothers who find out they are actually aliens and have superpowers. Sort of slapstick supermen. Wildly successful and very silly. She’d only seen the first one.

He’d also been the lead in a few romantic comedies, including one featuring what the internet had proclaimed to be ‘The Sexiest Kiss of All Time’ with his co-star and girlfriend, Amanda Kim.

Gracie didn’t know how the internet could judge if a kiss was the sexiest of all time, but even she had to admit that the kiss did leave Amanda Kim looking as though she couldn’t remember her own name.

A bubble of nervousness filled Gracie’s stomach, which was ridiculous. Gracie had taught hundreds of people how to swim, so a healthy adult should be no big deal at all.

Connor was simply a person who, for one reason or another, had never learnt. There were many reasons, cultural, financial. Personal. Fear. She didn’t judge. The fact that someone had said ‘I want to learn’ was good enough for her.

Besides, he was a pretty blond, famous for playing a fool and for a pretty good kiss. He was not known for doing anything remotely serious. She had nothing to feel nervous about.

She hooked her bag over her shoulder and pressed the intercom. The gate rolled open at the pace of a giant turtle, not helping the anticipation rising annoyingly in her belly.

Just like any other client.

Finally the gate was open and oh.

There he was, right in front of her. Standing in the small courtyard beyond the high wall. Despite telling herself over and over that Connor Day was just like any other person, her limbs began to tingle. She wasn’t expecting him to answer the door. She’d supposed he’d have an assistant for that. Or security. She hadn’t expected him, alone, wearing shorts and a white T-shirt. Looking like he’d just rolled out of bed.

Or like he should roll straight back into it.

Argh. No.

They were right—movie stars did look different to ordinary mortals. Connor was practically glowing, as though he had his own internal light source. Vibrant, vital.

And then he smiled at her, and her heart might have stopped.

Damn. She didn’t want to react like this. She was not a starstruck teenager. Or even a starstruck thirty-three-year-old. She was a practical, sensible woman who gave swimming lessons for a living.

A practical, sensible woman who had not been with a man in a while…

She had had a few casual relationships, but men tended to want more than she was willing to give. She hadn’t had a serious relationship since she broke off her engagement to Matt six or seven years ago.

‘Grace?’

She nodded while she swallowed and regained her voice. ‘Yes. But call me Gracie. Everyone else does. Nice to meet you.’

‘Good to meet you too, Gracie.’ He stepped towards her, still smiling. Oh, that smile. It was so blinding she didn’t see at first he was holding out his hand for her to shake.

Once she realised that was what he was doing, she lifted her hand, but missed his and hit his lower stomach. Because the other thing about Connor Day was that he was tall.

And Gracie was not. She didn’t have much change left over from five feet, so most people in the world were taller than she was, but Connor was well over six foot.

His eyes ran up and down her body, assessing.

No. Counting.

She recognised the expression in his eyes.

You’re short, it said.

She stiffened, but he didn’t seem to notice. Tall people never did.

‘We can’t both be nervous,’ he said, holding her hand properly in both of his and steadying her. It felt as though he were wrapping her entire body in a hug.

Which was irritating because she was annoyed with him, first for the secrecy surrounding the lessons and then for the silent judgement about her height.

‘Come on in,’ he said, and started across the courtyard to the front door. She dutifully followed.

Connor Day might have been gorgeous, but that didn’t mean he was a nice person. It didn’t mean she wanted to be here.

You don’t have a choice. You owe it to Virginia. As soon as the heavy door clicked closed behind her, Gracie began her prepared speech.

‘As you know, I’m Gracie Sutherland. I work for the White Horses Swim School, and I’ve been a swimming instructor for fifteen years. You should also know I’m not just going to teach you how to pretend to swim. I’m going to teach you to actually swim. And basic CPR.’

He nodded. ‘Thank you. I’ve been told you’re the best.’

Her skin warmed. She’d expected more resistance but didn’t find any.

‘I’d like to start by getting to know your history,’ she said.

He ran his hand through his gorgeous thick hair, giving her a ringside seat to his perfect bicep. ‘Well, I was born in Boston. I started modelling when I was seventeen and acting when I was twenty, and—’

‘Thanks, but I actually meant, what is your history with swimming? With the water. What can you do? What can’t you do?’

‘I can’t do much. Nothing, really.’ A blush coloured his golden cheeks, and irritatingly she began to soften. She reminded herself that it was never someone’s fault if they hadn’t learnt to swim. Connor, for all his privileges and gifts, should be no exception to this rule.

‘Have you had any bad experiences in the water?’ she asked gently.

‘How bad?’

Near drowning. Drowning. Struggling to pull your sister’s lifeless body out of a hotel pool.

‘Anything that might have made you reluctant to get into the water?’

He shook his head.

‘Good.’ Part of her tension unravelled; teaching people who had had a traumatic experience like hers was her least favourite part of the job. It was vitally important, but that didn’t make it easy.

‘Are you comfortable in the water?’ she asked.

‘If I can touch the bottom.’

‘Can you put your face in the water?’

He scoffed. ‘Yes.’

‘There’s no need to be ashamed.’

‘I’m not,’ he said at the same time he crossed his arms.

‘Okay,’ she said in a tone that indicated she was anything but. ‘Can you please show me the pool?’

He led her through a predictably beautiful house with hardwood floors, light-filled spaces, and large walls hung with elegant artwork and outside to a lush green garden.

She swallowed when she saw the pool. It was beautiful and stretched from one end of the yard to the other, a good long size. At one end was a pool house, white, open on three sides, with a large lounge and tables. But the part that stole her breath was the view beyond the pool. The property backed onto the harbour. Not the famous section with the bridge and Opera House, but the lesser-known but no less beautiful eastern harbour, with its secluded bays and stretches of unspoiled bush. His house overlooked Watsons Bay. Across the harbour was the suburb of Mosman and the headland that was home to Taronga Zoo.

‘Will this be okay?’ he asked. She took from his cheeky grin that he spoke with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

‘I suppose we’ll be able to make do,’ she replied.

‘Have I done anything to offend you?’

Gracie ground her teeth. Ignoring emotions and conflict was more her style, but it seemed that Connor was a get-it-all-out-there type of person, which was another strike against his name.

‘Why do you say that?’ she asked.

‘You seem like you might be annoyed about something. But I don’t know you very well, so I’m not sure, which is why I asked.’

She was usually so good at hiding her feelings. She’d had plenty of practice.

‘There’s nothing to be ashamed about, you know, not being able to swim. It doesn’t need to be a secret,’ she said.

Connor closed his eyes in a long blink. When he reopened them, his expression was steely.

‘I’m not ashamed. But my manager thought it would be better for the film and my career for it not to get out. This is an important role for me.’

‘A lot of people don’t or can’t learn to swim for many reasons, and there shouldn’t be a stigma around it,’ she continued. Battling nonsense like this was one of the biggest hurdles stopping people taking lessons.

The steel slowly melted from his face. He gave her a lopsided grin, which nearly undid her.

‘I agree there shouldn’t be a stigma. And as I said, I’m not ashamed I never had the opportunity to learn, but in this case, I have to do what my manager and the producers think is best for the film.’

She exhaled. Maybe she had misread him. At least it didn’t seem to be his choice. But that wasn’t the only thing bugging her.

‘I’m also well aware that I’m not tall. I’ve had it pointed out to me almost daily all my life, just in case I didn’t realise it myself.’

His golden face turned red.

‘Gracie, I…didn’t… Look, if you must know, when I saw you, I was instantly self-conscious about my height. I was wondering if… I mean, I’m a lot taller than you, and you’re meant to be teaching me swimming. What would happen if I…’ His voice faltered. For the briefest of seconds, she regretted making an issue of it.

‘Get into trouble?’

‘Yes.’

‘Trust me, I could save you if you were drowning.’ Gracie had made it a point to be strong enough to pull anyone out of the water, no matter their size, but she had to acknowledge that Connor didn’t know this.

He nodded and had the decency to look sheepish.

‘We should get started,’ she said briskly. ‘Do you want to get changed?’

‘Of course. And there’s a spare room if you want to get
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