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Disclaimer:





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




  CHAPTER 1


They both stood stone still. Two spellbound lovers hypnotised by a love so innate, so primordial that it transcended the depths of time. He was entranced, captivated, unable to divert his gaze for a single second from the object of his passion. The feelings she stirred in him were utterly overwhelming, yet completely contradictory. A heady, heart-racing tumult of temptation and innocence all rolled into one. She was a pure work of art. Irreplaceable. Inimitable. Unattainable.


A single beam of virginal white light descended from above, shrouding her porcelain beauty in an ethereal, otherworldly air. Everything around her paled into imperfect insignificance. Her divine aura highlighted the frailty of mortality. The celestial luminosity she radiated was in stark contrast to the foreboding darkness that skulked around the banished outskirts of the room, providing a contrast as clear and as cut as heaven and hell. Indeed the unparalleled majesty of her beauty demanded you make the terrifying choice. Would you be drawn to the purity and the illumination or would you be tempted to delve into the hidden unknown that lay beyond in those dark recesses?


He had made his choice long ago; an irrevocable Faustian pact, that had sealed his fate and condemned his soul to the most macabre of darkness. He would seek to create perfection that paralleled hers so that once again his hollow vacuum of a heart would know what it felt like to love, and be loved, unequivocally. He knew he was doomed but it was a welcome relief to the endless years of pain and abandonment he had endured. He had long since learnt to repress any sign of human emotion deep within. Feelings such as compassion and affection were discarded as inconvenient weaknesses that threatened to distract him from his greater agenda. The only hint of all the pain that burned inside him was the searing flames from the fire that mockingly danced in the charcoals of his eyes. Yet as his eyes drank in every flawless contour of her cold, marbled purity, it did little to quench his thirst for her. The more he observed her, the more resolute he became that he had suffered too long at the cruel hands of loneliness and pain. For too long, their choking grip had squeezed all signs of human life and emotion out of him until he had become as hollow as the statue that stood before him.


These fantastical imaginings of his muse stoked the long since extinguished embers in the cauldron of his heart. His plan began to simmer, boiling and bubbling up to the surface. As he observed each carefully carved curve that flowed into the next exquisitely crafted limb, he breathed new life into his scheme. In the twisted machinations of his mind, the closer he came to giving life to his long held desires, the closer he would come to bringing back to life what had once been so cruelly and suddenly taken away from him. He had to make her return to him and love him once again, regardless of the consequences. Hadn’t the tragic Greek hero Oedipus acted upon his forbidden desires for his mother, Queen Jocasta, and knowingly risked condemning himself to eternal damnation?


“Match”, he whispered so only the statue could hear. His voice was as tender as the most doting child to its mother.


“Pochemu ty ostavili menya?” He paused and looked searchingly at the cold statute, imploring it to tell him why he had been abandoned.


“Ya vsyo yeshchyo skuchayu po tebye”. He needed her to know that he still missed her with each day that passed. His eyes began to well with tears but did little to extinguish the searing pain that burned within him. With each heartfelt out pouring the flames in the huge stone open hearth fire to his right blazed higher; a reflection of the feverous passions that smoldered in his heart.


“Vozvrashchaysya ko mnye”. How he wished that she would come back to him. His whole body began to shake, no longer able to contain the years of repressed emotion. For the first time in years he allowed the tears to flow freely as he abandoned himself to his memories of a time of carefree innocence when his mother’s love had been unconditional and as pure as the effigy before him. When every bump and graze had caused her strong, protecting arms to envelope him, shielding him from further danger. When the smallest of accomplishments, like the first time he rode his bicycle unassisted or when he scored full marks on a spelling test at school, was magnified in the fierce pride that beamed across his mother’s face. When each night she would rock him in her arms and the melodic words of the lullabies she softly sang would carry him into peaceful slumber. “Lyuli, lyuli, lyulenki. Gde vy, gde vy gylenki…” He smiled as the soothing tune came floating back to him.


Alexander had idolised his mother. In his eyes she had been more perfect than any statue even the greatest of sculptors could have created. Even as a small child he had been so proud of his mother’s sporting achievements. He had been her biggest supporter, just as she had been his. Yet even from an early age he had been all too aware how different his mother had been from his friend’s mothers. Often he had had to defend her and often he hadn’t stopped there, ending up on the ground in the schoolyard punching and kicking an apology out of anyone who dared taunt him about his mother’s muscular physique. To him she was an Athenian goddess, a lioness queen of the Sahara. Her strength of body was matched only by her strength of mind. She was fearless. Invincible. Indomitable. She was gone!


Alexander tried to think back to the day his father had told him of his mother’s death but the memory was too painful. Although buried deep in his subconscious since that day, it had been the constant key to his dogged drive and unsurpassed ambition. The sole purpose of Alexander’s life from then on had been to bring her back to him. Every successful business deal, every suspect handshake and every audacious augmentation of power, by whatever unscrupulous means necessary was seen as a step closer to erasing her betrayal. Alexander had learnt a long time ago that money was the true root of all happiness; the only constant in his life that he had always been able to rely on.


This room, like the rest of the house, had changed little since that day. The only noticeable change was that the prodigious collection of priceless art works, sculptures and invaluable artifacts had increased to such an extent that the house was more like a museum than an everyday residence. There was little evidence of the daily comings and goings to be expected in normal households. Instead a reverent silence floated through the corridors. Conversations were muted and brief, almost embarrassed and scared in case they dared speak of her treacherous betrayal. Yet nothing could possibly diminish Alexander’s devotion to his mother. With the multitude of statues and art works depicting the beauty of the athletic female form displayed throughout, the vast mansion could have been mistaken for a museum dedicated to cherishing her memory. Yet in reality it only served to remind him of what he had lost, making her absence all the more stark and painful. No matter how beautiful and valuable such inanimate objects were, they were no substitute for the love and laughter that had once reverberated through the house.


A polite cough awoke him from his reverie. Alexander turned to see the familiar faithful silhouette of Koroviev outlined in the doorway.


“Master” interrupted Koroviev deferentially, “I wanted to inform you as soon as was feasible of the confirmation of your plans to visit Las Vegas for the Ms World Body Builder contest”.


“I hope all my requests were executed to the letter?” inquired Alexander, though he was sure he already knew the answer. Koroviev had never failed him yet. He feigned an insouciant air, hoping, but failing to suppress the wave of excited apprehension that was rising inside him at the mere mention of his annual pilgrimage to watch the Ms World Body Builder contest in Las Vegas. It was a ritual of worship of the world’s top female body builders. Women whose physical prowess was unsurpassed and, had yet to be emulated, by any artist; past or present.


“Yes Master. Your limousine and Learjet are on standby,” Koroviev informed him. “The penthouse suite at the Bellagio is booked. It has been fitted out to your specifications and your complimentary VIP tickets to the Worlds have been sent to you by the BBIF”. Alexander smiled knowingly to himself at this last detail. The very generous donation that he paid to the BBIF each year was the sole reason that the female bodybuilding class still remained part of the Worlds contest. Money had yet again brought about the desired outcome and proven that everyone and everything had their price. In actual fact the BBIF’s asking price had been mere pin money to Alexander. He would have willingly paid much more which only reinforced Alexander’s opinion that those fools that ran the BBIF had neither the sport’s nor the athlete’s interests at heart, only their own.


A thought had just occurred to Alexander for the first time. He suddenly realised that there was one thing in his life that he derived more pleasure from than money – that was more important to him – his devotion to and his pursuit of female physical perfection. Only when he had attained it would he be truly happy.


Then Alexander remembered. How could he have forgotten the most important detail of all?


“And have you found out her travel arrangements? Do you know when will she arrive? Where will she be staying? Whom is she traveling with?” he asked impatiently.


“She arrives on the Tuesday,” Koroviev replied calmly and concisely. It was rare to see his Master display any outward emotion, never mind see him this flustered.


“That is three days before the contest and she is staying at the host hotel. The room will be confirmed on her arrival but will present us with no problem.”


Koroviev hesitated, unsure how his Master would react to the rest of the information he had to tell him. He continued in a low, uncertain voice.


“And it appears that she won’t be alone. She is travelling with a Mr Steve Adams, whom I assume is her trainer.”


At this last detail, Alexander whipped round to face Koroviev and met him with a devilish stare. Koroviev felt Alexander’s hypnotising gaze bore right through to his soul, as if reading his mind. At a single glance Alexander could see that Koroviev was holding something back from him to protect his feelings. It was all too obvious to him that her travelling partner was more than just her trainer but Koroviev need not have bothered trying to cushion the blow though. As far as Alexander was concerned this was a minor detail that could easily be erased.


Koroviev was dismissed with a perfunctory wave of the hand. Alone with his thoughts once more, Alexander’s gaze returned to the marbled beauty that stood before him. Immediately his expression softened. As he once more beheld her chiseled perfection, he knew it was time to bring life to his deepest and most fervent desires.


“Ona budet tak zhye bezuprechna, kak i ty. Match.” He whispered in barely audible tones. “She will be as perfect as you, mother.”




  CHAPTER 2


“Perfect”, Bob enthused. “Just flawless. I didn’t see anything as remotely impressive when the wife dragged me round that bloody Uffizi gallery last year in Florence. Pile of poncey crap.” He paused, his mouth slightly agape, as he took all of her in, before he continued.


“You know, not one of those statues in that Uffizi gallery could hold a candle to you. They were nowhere near as chiseled and rock hard. Out-bloody-standing,” he uttered, shaking his head in disbelief. Amanda Hearst was a work of art.


It was nearly 10 O’clock at night but still strained grunts and the intermittent crash of steel on steel rang out from the gym. Anyone walking past the gym outside would probably have wondered just what kind of incomprehensible torture was going on within. Most ran a mile but anyone brave enough to venture in and investigate would have soon discovered that they were quite a friendly bunch really. Admittedly they were a bit scary to look at and had faces only their mother’s could love but most of them were big cuddly bears and had hearts of gold.


Right at that moment though, Bob was in his usual spot, perched on his stool behind the rickety old counter, holding court and regaling everyone with an entertaining tale or two. Most of the evening regulars were in, half training and half listening to Bob as he told a tale he had told countless times before – each time with greater embellishment. For every time they heard it the double espresso coffee he had drunk in the cafe near the gallery became dearer, the receptionist at his hotel became more disagreeable, with B.O. to boot, and his tirade about Italians motorists became more and more offensive. Bob had never been one to let truth get in the way of a good story.


The regulars smirked, missing teeth and all, amongst themselves and waited for the inevitable. Yet the knowing smiles that passed between them weren’t due to the fact that some words, in particular foreign ones, just didn’t lend themselves to Bob’s thick Brummie twang. Bob’s accent somehow managed to make the word Uffizi sound like a deflating balloon, manically spinning off into the atmosphere. Rather they were waiting for the inevitable tirade of complaints Bob always launched into when he mentioned the disastrous cultural tour of Italy his wife had insisted on for their 40th wedding anniversary last year. Bob and culture just did not mix. In fact Bob didn’t mix with much of anything. The general consensus was that he was a grumpy old bugger, set in his ways. So before Bob launched into another rant about Italian taxi drivers who in Bob’s opinion were all, “thieving, robbing, suicidal maniacs,” Steve quickly cut in and changed the subject.


“So this is the plan of action. Fly out tomorrow. Carry on carb depleting till then. So that will be the third day of carb depletion and then we’ll play it by ear, depending on how she looks after the flight. But I reckon that we’ll start carb loading the Wednesday morning.”


Bob just nodded. It was all pretty standard procedure for the final few days before a competition. Amanda was more or less stage ready now in his opinion. Just a little bit of a tweak here and there. Just a bit of tinkering with her carbs and water intake to make her skin seem even tighter and her muscles seem even more swollen.


“And what time do you think prejudging will be on the Saturday?” asked Bob.


“Well it is usually around 10 in the morning. They always put the female body builders on first. So I reckon we will stop her water around two the previous afternoon,” informed Steve.


“What do you think?” he asked. But the vacant expression on Bob’s face told Steve that Bob was no longer with them and was about to embark on one of his all too frequent trips down memory lane.


“I remember,” began Bob, as Steve sat down on the nearest bench with a small sigh of exasperation, “Mike coming to see me just before he flew out to compete in his last Worlds. He was stood just where you are standing now,” he said as he turned to Amanda.


Mike Craig was a legend in the bodybuilding world. Mike and Bob had been training partners for many years and Bob still loved nothing more than to reminisce about their brutal, blood and guts style training.


“Must have been 86. Or was it 85?” He paused as he calculated on his fingers, his mouth moving at the same time. You could see him doing mental arithmetic gymnastics. The years tumbling along in his head.


“No. It had to be 86. Either way he was in the condition of his life and they shafted him. Big time. Put him down in fourth. Bloody disgrace it was. Everyone said so. There wasn’t a physique on that stage that was a patch on his.”


You could see from Bob’s face that he was still irked by the decision even now after all these years. Bob was loyal to his core and took insults and injustices towards his friends personally. It was just one of his many redeeming qualities.


“Anyway, he jacked it all in after that. Competing. Training. The lot. Last thing I heard he had found God and gone to live on some spiritual commune up country. It sounded more like a cult if you ask me. I could just imagine Mike in one of those free love, partner swapping, happy-clappy communes. He always was a randy bastard. The stories I could tell you about what we used to get up to.” Bob took a deep breath and was just about to launch into one of his infamous anecdotes when he checked himself.


“Actually better not. Ladies present and all” and gave Steve a knowing, “I’ll tell you later” wink. Amanda rolled her eyes.


“And just when has that ever stopped you,” she quipped.


Bob was nothing if not entertaining and there was nothing he didn’t know about bodybuilding. He had been in the sport a long, long time and had seen many of the best physiques around. In Bob’s heyday many of the top Americans, never mind top British champions, had graced his humble back street dive of a gym. At one time, any one who was anyone in the sport had trained at “The Pantheon” and had been put through their paces by Bob. But that was many moons ago. Both Bob and the sport had changed a lot since then. Many would argue that both had long since seen their glory days and lost their lustre.


About twenty years ago bodybuilding had been a truly international sport and “The Pantheon” had been a mecca for all hardcore trainers. Both though now appeared jaded and out of tune with the modern corporate fitness industry which thrived on spewing out the latest fitness crazes on an almost weekly basis. Each new fitness fad strived to outdo the previous one in its promise of delivering faster results with the minimal amount of effort, which brought Bob on to another of his infamous gripes. Maybe he was just showing his age but he couldn’t fathom what was wrong with people nowadays? Why was no one willing to graft and work hard? Why did everyone look for short cuts? Even in “The Pantheon”, where yoga and cross fit were considered dirty words, the heaviest dumbbell’s lay discarded and gathering dust in the corner. Whilst in the farthest corner of the gym stood several machines that had rusted into obscurity and weren’t even fit for scrap. Their corrosion though was due more to the leaking roof than lack of use. For one reason or another, Bob had never gotten round to properly fixing the roof. He was of the opinion that the tatty sheet of tarpaulin that hung from the roof gave the gym character. It certainly did that all right. In winter, carrying weights to your bench was like tackling an assault course as you bobbed and weaved your way around the buckets scattered haphazardly on the floor. Just like the word “Uffizi”, “health and safety” were also words that didn’t easily roll off Bob’s tongue.


Yet if you scraped away the dust and disregarded the rust and mould, the former glory days of the gym were still visible. On every wall hung signed photos of past champions and behind the counter, where Bob’s dozy English bull mastiff resided, were shelves of trophies that never failed to inspire and motivate up and coming trainers. Hung above the lat pull down machine was a faded signed photo of Amanda’s all time favourite female body builder, eight times Ms World Body Builder, Monica Robertson. Many a time, during countless gruelling and gut wrenching training sessions, Amanda had glanced to that photo and drawn on her reserves, never once daring to imagine that one day she would be being touted as a hot favourite to win the Ms World Body Builder title. Little old Amanda Hearst. Not that she could exactly be called little nowadays. But if she cast her mind back, way, way back, then surely there must have been a time when she was little. Maybe when she was about eight years old!


Bob followed the direction of her stare.


“Monica was a doll, a real sweetheart. Friend of mine used to date her, did you know?”


Amanda did know. Bob might have mentioned it about several hundred times. She knew how his friend had not treated her right and she knew all about how his friend had done the dirty on Monica Robertson. Bob was forever telling her how his friend had never been good enough for the beautiful and sassy Monica Robertson but you couldn’t help feeling that Bob had always harboured a crush on her himself and was a victim of the green eyed monster.


“But”, beamed Bob, “You have that same star quality. You just have to believe how good you are.”


At this, Steve took his cue. He never missed an opportunity to sing Amanda’s praises. He jumped up from the bench and piped up.


“What did I tell you?” Steve asked but was too animated to wait for an answer.


“You are going to be sensational. When you walk out on that stage you will blow their socks off. No one will be able to match your winning combination of size, conditioning and symmetry.”


“Plus you are feminine and attractive to top it all off,” interjected Bob. “As you know that is always a big vote winner for me.”


“We know what sways your vote Bob”, jibed Steve. Bob shrugged his shoulders.


“What can I say? I can’t help it if I’m a red blooded male.”


That was how it was, how it had always been, with the two of them. They were always trading friendly insults and passing banter back and forth. They had known each other for over twenty years, ever since that first day when Steve had walked in the gym as a scrawny, cocky sixteen-year-old and proudly boasted to anyone who would listen how he intended to become the next Arnie. If Bob had a pound for every time he had heard that he would have been a very rich man but to his credit he hadn’t discouraged or ridiculed Steve. Instead he had taken him under his wing and had been like a father figure to him ever since.


Never in a million years though did Bob imagine that Steve would meet a kindred spirit like he had in Amanda. They had hit it off straight away and had been inseparable ever since. As a team they were invincible and complimented each other perfectly. Bob knew that Steve was head over heels in love with Amanda. He would do anything for her. He worshipped her. On many a cold winter night down the gym, when no other trainers had been hard core enough to brave the blistering cold, Steve would open his heart to Bob about the depth of his love for Amanda. As they had climbed to the top of the sport, Steve had sacrificed just as much and worked just as hard as Amanda. Yet as she basked in the limelight and received all the praise and accolades, Steve was more than happy to take a back seat and it was this that worried Bob. He had tried being the voice of logic and reason and tried to prevent Steve tumbling too hard or too fast but in spite of his best efforts he knew it was futile. He knew his words of caution fell on deaf ears. Bob didn’t want to be a cynic but neither did he want to see Steve get hurt. He knew, from experience, how selfish and destructive the sport could be and how it had a nasty habit of destroying the most doting of couples.


It wasn’t this stomach churning thought though that was making Bob screw up his face. Amanda couldn’t work out if Bob’s expression was due to the meat and potato pie, he had wolfed down half an hour ago, repeating on him, or if Bruno, his bull mastiff, had decided to remind everyone he was still there behind the counter. He had a bad habit of stinking the place out. Then she realised that he was holding the CD case for her posing music in his hand.


“Lady Gaga? Is this what you are posing to?” he asked, twisting his face into such incredulous contortions that he could have taken first place in a gurning contest. “Bet you didn’t bloody choose that, did you Steve?”


“Nope. Can’t own up to that one I’m afraid,” Steve replied quickly, not wanting any of the lads down the gym to get the wrong end of the stick and mistake him for a Lady Gaga fan. He would never hear the end of it. He and Amanda hadn’t seen eye to eye on her choice of posing music but Amanda had been adamant. She had wanted music with tempo and words that resonated. Plus Lady Gaga was unique and a trailblazer, just like Amanda hoped to be in the world of bodybuilding.


Bob was still muttering away to himself as he put the CD on, abruptly cutting Axl Rose off mid wail. Heavy metal was the only music Bob allowed to be played in the gym. The heavier the better as far as Bob was concerned; the same went for the weights, and his women, come to think of it.


“Bloody hell. Wouldn’t fancy meeting that on a dark night. What do you say Steve?” chuckled Bob.


Fortunately Amanda didn’t hear Steve’s response as Lady Gaga’s synthesised voice reverberated through the gym.


“It doesn’t matter if you love him or capital H-I-M,” mouthed Amanda in time with the music as she slowly walked forward, deliberately rolling and flicking each exquisitely carved quad as she did so to further accentuate those incredulous cuts. Her thighs were so muscular and the muscles that ran down them were so deep and detailed they reminded you of vines wrapped around two thick tree trunks.


Over the course of the past few months Amanda had practiced her posing routine innumerable times. Each time, in her mind’s eye, she imagined the judges sat below the stage, watching, judging, a row of unreadable, deadpan expressions that gave nothing away.


“Cause you were born this way baby”. This was Amanda’s cue to hit her signature pose – a relaxed front lat spread, hand on right hip and left leg offset to the side – showing her symmetry off to its maximum whilst still appearing effortless.


“I was born to be this way,” thought Amanda. Looking at her reflection in the mirror she felt a warm sense of satisfaction. She knew that all those years of hard training, dedication and sacrifice had been worth it. All her life she had railed against the perceived norm. She had never wanted to be normal or average. She had never wanted to be one of the crowd and fit in. She couldn’t understand why anyone would. Amanda fervently believed that the only way to succeed in life and be truly happy was to be true to yourself and your passions. Despite what anyone said and despite being this drastically dieted, Amanda could put her hand on her heart and say that at that very moment she was truly happy.


“We are all born superstars” sang Lady Gaga and Amanda hit a front double bicep, tilting her arms at an angle and twisting her torso to the side, giving her an air of regality. Upon sneaking a reassuring glance in the mirror, Amanda saw her biceps flex and bulge as if they were about to spilt out of her skin and as for her obliques, well they looked like you could grate cheese on them.


It was now time for the audience to see her best body part, just as Lady Gaga was about to sing, “Cause he made you perfect babe.” Amanda’s back was a ravine of crevices and gullies just as marvellous to wonder at as the Grand Canyon. It truly was a sight to behold, which proved even more breathtaking when she flexed and tensed every sinew and fibre in time to the music. It was hypnotising and from the looks on the faces of everyone in the gym they were helpless to do anything other than just stop what they were doing and gawp. They were all big guys but they had never seen muscle like it, let alone on a woman, which you had to admit made it even more impressive.


As Amanda turned back round to hit her final pose she was oblivious to their stares. When she was in this state of depletion it took every ounce of energy she had just to move, let alone pose as if her life depended on it. On top of that when it came to show time she would have to crank it up another notch and remember that winning smile, when all she really wanted to do was grimace at how much her muscles were screaming and aching. There it was her final and favourite pose – the front double lat spread – showing off that perfect “X” shape. Now that was the real X factor!


As the music finished Amanda flopped onto the nearest bench, drenched in sweat, gasping for air and gulping back what was her seventh litre of water today – just one more litre to drink before bedtime. For a good full minute her heavy breathing was the only sound to be heard as silence rang deafeningly through the gym. It was eventually Bob who piped up.


“Well, I think I have just changed my mind about that Lady Gaga. I didn’t realise you could move like that. You are going to knock ’em bandy.”


Emboldened by Bob taking the lead, the others joined in in unison, trying to outdo each other with compliments and hyperbole. Even Jeff, who had been training in the same gym as Amanda for over eight years, and in all that time had never even uttered so much as a “hello” to her, felt the need to pass his verdict, even if it was monosyllabic.


“Wow,” he muttered.


“Man of few words,” Amanda thought to herself.


That final posing practice had really wiped her out. After three days of carb depletion she was spent. She just wanted to get home and rest as they had a long flight ahead of them tomorrow. Steve could read her like a book. He always seemed to know just how she was feeling and was always there to step in and take charge. “Right we had better be getting you home missy. Food. Shower. Bed,” he stated, cutting them all off mid praise.


Amanda just nodded. She couldn’t even be bothered to talk. Her eyes were half closing at the mere mention of bed. Bob wasn’t going to let her go though without some departing pearls of wisdom and a big crushing bear hug.


“Now don’t be going doing anything drastic and stupid at the last minute and cock things up. You are ready to go on stage now. So if it isn’t broke, don’t try and fix it. Also try and stay relaxed. I know it is easier said than done but it will only make you hold water and finally, remember, breathe.”


Even though she was exhausted Amanda couldn’t help but giggle.


“Yes Bob. I’ll try and remember to breathe,” she said with a slight hint of sarcasm.


“You know what I mean,” replied Bob, sounding a little bit offended. “Remember your breathing and keep your waist under control at all times. Quickest way to lose marks.”


She knew he was right but it did sound ridiculous all the same. Then again there were a lot of things that were ridiculous about competing, like stopping your water twenty four hours before the show and then having to go and pose under hot stage lights for about half an hour or wearing comp tan – the colour of mud – and smothering yourself in oil. Even Amanda had to admit that when you said it like that it sounded pretty weird but then again it wouldn’t do for us all to be the same.


Amanda and Steve left the gym to a chorus of “best of luck”, “go get ’em” and “take care”.


In the ten seconds it took them to walk to the car, Amanda was shivering. It was a fairly mild autumn evening but when she was this dieted and her body fat was this low, she felt the cold seep right through to her bones despite the five layers of track suit she was wearing. By tomorrow evening though, she would be in Las Vegas. Hopefully the desert heat would warm her up and make her feel a little more like her old self.


As soon as they got in the car, Amanda turned the heaters on full blast and waited for their trusty old Ford KA to heat up. Looking back at the gym, through the condensation-streaked windows, you could just about make out the blurred figures finishing up their workouts. Even from this hazy distance there was no disguising how run down the gym had become. It certainly was a far cry from the glitz and glamour of Las Vegas thought Amanda. Not that Amanda had ever been motivated by wealth or luxury. This gym was her home, built on the foundations of honest, hard work and passion, cemented together with blood, sweat and tears. This was where she was at her happiest; doing what she loved most in the world. And yet as her hot breath steamed up the window, obscuring the gym from view, Amanda was struck by a strange premonition that it would be a long time before she saw the gym again – if ever. Amanda didn’t know where such a thought had come from and presumed it was due to exhaustion but still as the cold dampness of the windowpane against her forehead seeped through her body, working its way into her very bones, she couldn’t help but feel unsettled. A dark, foreboding cloud portending devilish disaster seemed to loom on the horizon.


The warmth of the car wrapped Amanda up in its comforting blanket, carrying her off into a slumber, far away from such troubling thoughts. As her eyes drooped under the weight of fatigue she looked over lovingly at Steve. Despite the harsh jaundiced shadows of the street lighting, Steve’s face still retained its caring, insouciant charm. He was the one who she really wanted to make proud. He was the one she felt she needed to reward with a win for his unswerving loyalty and dedication. He was the only one whose opinion mattered. The last thing she remembered thinking before tiredness finally prevailed was that she hoped she would never take him for granted. Having someone who loved her for who she was and who saw past all the muscle and power was worth so much more than riches or fame.




  CHAPTER 3


“What’s this?” he lisped, dramatically holding the sealed sachet at arms length. Anyone would have thought its contents were highly contagious. The question was fairly redundant though seen as the words, protein powder, were written in big bold letters across the front of the packet.


“Protein powder,” replied Amanda, trying, but not really succeeding at, hiding her contempt for this jumped up jobsworth. She looked over to where Steve was patiently waiting and saw him mouth to her to “keep calm”. It was ok for him. He always sailed straight through airport security without so much as a raised eyebrow but she got stopped every single time. You could bet your life’s savings on it. Standing in the queue at passport control, she had seen this midget clown clock her. He had puffed out his chest and kept his eyes trained on her as she progressed along the line. By the time she reached him he was so worked up he looked like he was going to wet himself, certain he was onto a sure thing.


“And what do we have here then?” he queried, feigning surprise because surely no one could be that dumb.


“What a prick,” thought Amanda to herself. Could this moron not read or what? She wanted to rip the tub out of his sweaty little hand and read the label out to him very slowly and very loudly so that even he could understand.


“Vitamin C. I use it as a diuretic,” she informed him before she could stop herself.


“Ah right. A diuretic. So correct me if I am wrong but that is a drug isn’t it?” he said smugly as he put his nose to the tub to sniff. Amanda was fighting the urge to ask whether the “fool proof, sniff test” was the preferred method of detection used in all the top drug testing labs, but instead took a deep breath. Staying calm and polite was going to get her through security much faster than caustic honesty and right now it mattered more that she took her next 1000mg tablet of vitamin C and was drinking her fifth litre of water than become embroiled in a battle of wits with someone who seriously lacked ammunition.


“You are so right. A diuretic is a drug,” fawned Amanda with such a saccharine sweet smile she almost made herself sick.


“But vitamin C is a natural diuretic so it is not a drug. So I am sorry but there is nothing illegal about it.”


From the disheartened look on the security officer’s face, she wasn’t half as sorry as he was.


Why didn’t they just come out and say what they were really looking for? Steroids. Then they could put a stop to this pathetic charade that was played out every single time she travelled abroad. Amanda wasn’t naïve. She knew it was usually the first thing people thought when they looked at body builders. She understood that and was more than used to it. She also knew it was pointless trying to convince them otherwise and had long since given up even trying. They were ignorant in their bliss, believing what they wanted to believe. It had taken her years to acquire and refine her knowledge of nutrition and training and spent countless hours putting it into practice in the gym, but try telling them that. Everyone wanted to believe the only way you could achieve a physique like this was using a quick fix. And even so, as if she would be stupid enough to carry steroids through airport security.


Looking at the contents of her handbag spewed all over the counter Amanda had to chuckle to herself. She wished that all those people who said that female body builders were not feminine were here now. They just needed to look at all the junk that was crammed into her handbag to see that she was a typical woman. Although buried amongst the usual handbag staples such as the half empty lip-gloss and the discarded chewing gum wrappers were such bodybuilding necessities as the tub of vitamin C and sachets of protein powder that made her handbag burst even more at the seams. Well it was a body builder’s handbag after all. If Amanda was carrying anything less than five kilos then it just wasn’t worth carrying at all.


With all the bits and bobs from her handbag emptied out and still no sign of steroids, when the officer next spoke his deflation was audible; his previously subtle lisp was now so pronounced that when he spoke he sounded like a punctured tyre.


“Thingssss sstheem like they are all in order,” he sprayed.


“Thanksss for your cooperation,” he added dejectedly and skulked back over to the x-ray machine. Amanda was left to scoop up all her belongings, dumping them carelessly in her bag in her haste to get away. She had been tied up with that buffoon for nearly twenty minutes. Looking around her, Steve was nowhere to be seen but Amanda was willing to bet any money that she knew where to find him.


“What did I tell you?” seethed Amanda as she slumped down in the seat opposite Steve. She had been right. He had only made it fifty metres to the nearest restaurant. Amanda spotted him immediately; a huge, hulking frame awkwardly wedged into a booth. It took a few seconds for Steve to look up from the menu he had been assiduously studying, his brow still furrowed in deep concentration.


“Every time I get stopped. Every single, god damn, time. It makes me so mad that they think they can get away with it. How is it not discrimination? How?” She prompted Steve but it was no use. He had heard this particular rant many times before and was already back to contemplating much more important things like whether to order the spicy chicken wings or the fried zucchini or both.


Steve’s lack of response knocked Amanda’s soapbox out from under her. Having a go at Steve wouldn’t achieve anything other than indigestion. So as usual Amanda told herself to rise above such petty, narrow mindedness and try to relax, which was unlikely to happen any time soon if she didn’t turn off the shrill ringing coming from her bag.


“Are you going to turn that thing off Amanda?” asked Steve, slightly annoyed at having his concentration broken again.


“Sorry I was miles away,” she mumbled as her head disappeared into the depths of her handbag. Why was it that the one thing you wanted was guaranteed to be hidden right at the bottom, under a mountain of other things you hardly ever used?


“I take it that is your alarm telling you that you are due to eat now?” queried Steve although he already knew the answer. “That is good timing. Now you wont have to sit there and watch me eat.”


“Perfect timing but,” teased Amanda, waiting to see the look on Steve’s face, “of course, I know that if it hadn’t been time for me to eat you would have waited.”


A fleeting look of panic, then confusion, then relief crossed Steve’s face. Panic at the thought that he might have to postpone his meal. Confusion as to whether Amanda was winding him up or not and then relief when he saw the mischievous smile twitching across her lips.


“Wait my arse,” grunted Steve. There were some things he just didn’t joke about. Well there was just one thing actually. Food.


“Well then it is a good job it is time for me to eat. I don’t really fancy sitting here watching you stuff your face,” retorted Amanda as she took out a Tupperware box of meticulously weighed dry, grilled chicken and began to tuck in. How different things had been when they had last flown out of Terminal five and eaten at this restaurant. How different she had felt then. She had still been on a massive high after winning the Amazon Classic in New York and had been flying out to Cancun for some well earned rest and relaxation. Unlike now, she had had her pick of the menu.


Not that she cared right at that moment. She was so ravenous that each chunk of plain boiled chicken, washed down with gulps of iced water, seemed to melt in her mouth. Sitting in a restaurant and being so dieted whilst others around her delved into tasty gastronomic delights didn’t bother Amanda in the slightest. No matter how tantalising the aromas coming from the kitchen were, she would never have been tempted. People always asked how she did it, how she could be so disciplined, but if the truth were told she couldn’t put her finger on it. It was as if when the time came to prepare for a competition, a switch was flicked and down came the blinkers so that nothing would deviate her from honing in on the prize. Amanda scared herself with how single minded and stubborn she could be. It was a strange irony that born of such a passion, one could be so robotic, automated; cold even, in pursuing it, but that was just the way it had to be. There could be no half measures. Fortunately such reserves of will power and steely determination were just one aspect of her character. Amanda had many endearing qualities too although only those close to her tended to see her gentler side and saw that she had bad habits and vulnerabilities just like everyone else.


In spite of all that, when the waitress walked past holding a door stopping wedge of white chocolate and macadamia nut cheesecake Amanda couldn’t stop herself from reminiscing about how good it had tasted last time they had eaten at the restaurant. Her mouth started to water at the very thought of it.


“Shit. That had tasted good.” Amanda thought to herself, “and I just bet that is what Steve orders now. The greedy git.” Amanda had noticed Steve’s gaze follow the waitress from the kitchens to the party of six, three tables down from them. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. Most women would have got annoyed, thinking that their boyfriend was checking out the waitress but Amanda knew better. She knew Steve only had eyes for the cheesecake.


“Hey. Welcome back,” she beamed. “You were here last year weren’t you? I think you even sat at this same table. So where are you off to this time? Won anymore competitions?”


This happened all the time. No matter where Amanda went, whether she was in Times Square, on a deserted beach in the Maldives or in one of the world’s busiest airports, she was recognised and remembered. It was not every day you saw a female body builder especially one as big and muscular as Amanda. There had even been an occasion when she had gone to Universal Studios in Florida on holiday and had been mobbed for photos. People must have thought she was in character or something and worked there – maybe the She hulk on dress down Friday. Amanda was constantly being tweeted about having been spotted out and about. “Was that you I just saw checking out of such and such hotel in Paris?” or, “Was that you I just saw filling up your car at the services just outside Birmingham on the M6?” She had to always be on her guard.


Needless to say she was used to it and greeted the waitress as if she had only just seen her yesterday.


“We are flying out to Las Vegas. I am off to compete in the Ms World Body Builder,” Amanda informed her.


“Wow,” said the waitress, seeming genuinely interested. “Wasn’t it the…the Amazon Classic or something which you had just competed in last time you were here?”


“Yes. I can’t believe you remembered. That is impressive,” said Amanda warmly. It never ceased to amaze Amanda at how much interest people took in her. Her life all seemed so ordinary to her that she sometimes forgot how strange and fascinating others found it.


“Well I was just saying to one of the other waitresses when I saw you that I reckoned you were competing again. Do you ever get time off when you are not dieting? I wish I had your willpower.”


Amanda had to laugh as she took the waitress in properly. There was nothing to her. Even her white T-shirt, which couldn’t have been bigger than a size eight and was supposed to be tight, gaped at the arms. Her and Amanda’s physiques were just so totally different; they might as well have been different species. Whereas the waitress was super slender, straight up and down, all jutting bones and limbs, Amanda had curves and contours that combined and coincided to create even crazier combinations with each and every movement and pose. Plus she was more than double the size of the waitress. They really couldn’t have looked more different.


Steve was getting impatient and fidgeting in his seat. All this girly chit-chat was fine and dandy but he wanted to order his food and eat.


“Sorry,” apologised the waitress, as she now turned to him. “What would you like to order?”


“No problem,” he muttered, getting straight down to business. “Ok. For starters I will have the fried zucchini.”


“Fried zucchini,” repeated the waitress as she wrote it down.


“Then for the main course I will have the Kobe burger with the sweet potato fries.”


“And how do you want the burger cooked? Medium to well done?” she guessed.


“Yes please,” confirmed Steve “and then I will have the white chocolate and macadamia nut cheesecake for dessert.”


“I’m sorry,” Steve apologised to Amanda, “but it is a long flight and you know I can’t stand airplane food. They never give you enough and the only reason you eat it is because you have no other choice.”


Amanda just gave a resigned shrug of the shoulders. She knew he was going to order the cheesecake. She could have put money on it.


“Oh and I’ll have a diet coke,” he added guiltily. “Got to watch the figure.”


Amanda rolled her eyes at him. That was the problem. He didn’t have to watch what he ate. After years and years of hard training his body seemed accustomed to building muscle no matter what junk he piled away.


“And would you like to order anything,” the waitress asked Amanda, knowing the answer but asking anyway.


“No I’m fine thanks with my boiled chicken.”


The waitress looked at the contents of the Tupperware box, unconvinced and looked at Amanda with what could only be described as pity.


“The food will be with you shortly. Just let me know if you need anything else and best of luck with your comp,” she smiled, again giving the Tupperware box a circumspect glance before she headed back to the kitchen.


“You don’t mind do you?” asked Steve.


“Of course I don’t,” reassured Amanda. She really didn’t. She couldn’t expect him to starve just because she was dieting. He suffered enough when it was time to prepare for a competition as it was.


“So how are you feeling?” he asked. His voice infused with care and concern.


“Not that bad really. Well not as bad as I had expected to feel,” Amanda reassured.


“I really thought with the diet this year that I would be feeling like death warmed up by now, considering that this is the hardest I have ever dieted. I suppose in your mind if you prepare for the worst then anything less than that is a bonus.”


“I know how tough it has been for you,” agreed Steve, “especially these final few weeks. You go so quiet. You seem totally devoid of energy. Sometimes you don’t seem to even have the energy to get up off the sofa and then when you do, you head off, head down, to the gym for another punishing workout. I hate seeing you have to go through all that. Its so frustrating because I want to help but know I can’t. I know it is something that has to be done. So I just keep telling myself that it is all worth it.”


Amanda reached over the table, took Steve’s hand in hers and gave it a gentle, loving squeeze.


“I couldn’t do any of this without you. I really couldn’t,” she said softly, giving his hand another squeeze to emphasize her point. “Having you there, supporting me every step of the way, gets me through it. No matter how monotonous the prep gets, just training, eating, sleeping and then training again, you still manage to make me smile somehow. Thank you baby. Thank you for getting me through it.”


Steve blushed. He seemed allergic to even the faintest display of emotion but if praise or compliments were lauded on top he instantly broke out in burning red blotches of embarrassment. He quickly withdrew his hand from hers and cast a quick glance round the restaurant in case, god forbid, anyone should see a couple sitting together holding hands. Amanda couldn’t believe how English Steve could be sometimes. His blatant attempt to change the subject and put a stop to this outpouring of emotion just made her smile.


“By the way I forgot to tell you but last night, after you had gone to bed, I spent a few hours on the internet searching for properties in the south of France. I must have been wound up about the competition because I just couldn’t switch off and go to sleep.”


Steve looked away from Amanda and glanced round the restaurant as if seeking out the waitress with their food. It was necessary to avert his gaze or else she would have seen in his eyes that he wasn’t quite telling her the truth. He never could get away with lying to Amanda but now wasn’t the time to be telling her the truth. He didn’t want to worry her. He wasn’t even sure what the truth was. What could he say? That he was afraid to go to sleep. He didn’t know why. He couldn’t put his finger on it. All he knew was that when he woke he still felt the presence of the dark, sinister shadow that had been lurking in his dreams. It seemed to have crossed over from the darkest depths of slumber into the every day world, bringing with it portending danger and heartache. Instinctively Steve wanted to pull Amanda close and keep her there in his protective embrace, fearful that this nocturnal phantom would return to carry her off into his nefarious nightmare. And so Steve kept his strange reveries to himself.


“Anyway,” he continued, hoping that Amanda had not noticed the faltering hesitation in his voice. “I think I found the perfect property in a town called Casteljaloux, in Bordeaux. It’s ideal – a converted eighteenth century mill, with four bedrooms, two large outbuildings and five acres of land. It would be the perfect place to build the fitness retreat we have always dreamed of. One of the outbuildings could be turned into a gym. There is plenty of room to build a pool and there is even a large forest nearby with cycling and hiking trails. Plus it is only an hours drive from Bordeaux airport. It did seem to need a bit of work doing to it but nothing I couldn’t manage. The asking price is 200,000 euros but I bet you could barter them down. It is a bloody bargain, don’t you think?”


“It sounds ideal,” agreed Amanda. “There is just one small problem. We don’t have 200,000 euros to spare.”


It had long been a dream of theirs to go and live in France and run a fitness retreat. A new chapter in their lives to leaf through once competitive bodybuilding had come to a close, played out against the tranquil backdrop of the sun soaked French countryside.


“I know. I know. We can’t afford it right now but still…one day. Maybe. What is it you always say? “Dream big. Dare to fail.” And anyway if the fitness retreat proves to be a flop we could always turn it into a holiday destination for swingers. Those Europeans love a bit of wife swapping. They can’t get enough of it,” informed Steve, very matter of fact, as if he was just repeating something he had heard on the news that morning.


Amanda nearly choked on her chicken. Where did he get his ideas from?


“You don’t half come up with some hair brained schemes,” she chided. “I think, for now, we will stick with the bodybuilding, don’t you? I know it is never going to make us millionaires but we knew that from the start. We didn’t get into this for the money. But if all goes to plan I can keep competing for another ten years and in that time win Ms World Body Builder. We just need to be careful and save up the money I make in prizes and sponsorship and sessions then I am pretty sure we would have enough to retire to France and build our dream retreat.”


That was the plan but sitting there, tucking into their meal, they both realised how much of a fantasy it really was. The reality was that even if Amanda won the Ms World Body Builder title several times over the prize money was so paltry that it barely covered the costs of her contest prep and that was only because, as one of the top female body builders in the world, through sponsorship deals, she received her supplements and contest bikinis for free. Most of the time they struggled just to make ends meet and pay the bills. Amanda had often thought how nice it would be to have all her hard work rewarded but at the end of the day it was her choice to compete. No one was forcing her. She should count herself lucky being able to devote herself to something that she loved doing rather than being stuck behind a desk in some mundane office job. Amanda knew she wouldn’t last a week in a regular nine to five job before she went looking for the nearest bridge to throw herself off. Maybe she was being slightly melodramatic but she just didn’t have it in her to conform and be normal. They were anathemas to her.


They sat for the rest of the meal in silence, contemplating the future. Amanda’s thoughts were concerned with the more immediate future. The flight out to a competition was always the bit she hated the most. Just thinking about being cooped up on a hot, airless plane for eight hours when she was this dieted, made her breathing constrict and beads of sweat appeared on her forehead – and that was just the flight to Chicago. They then had to change and fly a further three to four hours down to Las Vegas. The only thing that managed to pacify her was the thought of finally reaching her destination. The first and only thing she would do when she got to her hotel room was dive into the bed, sink into its comfort and allow waves of relaxation to wash over her.
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