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			Dedication


			For all the Natashas out there:


			They snarled, shouted and screamed at her.


			But it was the soft whispers of her mind that damned her.


			Only the feminine steel and beauty of her soul saved her.
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		 We all sin.

		


		 It’s the choices made after that define us.
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			PROLOGUE


			A tragic day. Sydney, Australia, 2007.


			Wolf topped up with a line of blow. He had to be at his best for this one. Who did the bitch think she was? He owned the joint now, and things were changing. By morning he’d top her. She’d be on her knees and, like all the others, his. Then he’d do whatever he wanted. But first, she’d make him money. Men would pay good for her. He’d rebuild the empire taken from him.


			‘Yeah, mojo’s kickin’ in now.’ Things were so much better when he had some coke on board. The knife became an extension of him. Picasso had a brush; Wolf had the blade. It was art, his art. This time he’d leave her looks, her smooth golden skin. He’d still stick her good, but not with his knife – yet. She’d make more money for him if she was pristine. On the outside, anyway. The animal that was Wolf would take that sweet candy, which, according to Archie, no man had tapped. 
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					STRETCHING THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS


						

					


				

			


			An ordinary day, Fremantle, Western Australia, 2015.


			Incoming! The emergency room charge nurse barked over the chaotic buzz of human misery and the sounds trying to remedy it. ‘Dr Thompson’s bringing one in. Female, OD, critical.’ She gave a resigned mutter. ‘Like there’s any other kind.’ Her bleak tone corralled the staff strewn around the ordered department, their battered minds and duty-bound hearts prepared for another fight with death. 


			Sin and life had led Natasha Perry here. Thankfully, she was only an observer today, but not that long ago, the shadow of a powerful synthetic master had enshrouded and threatened her too. Today, she had a stronger hold on a better life. She’d prevailed, to now work as a pharmacist at the Sir John Cartwright Hospital. Still, others weren’t so resilient – the combination of bitumen-melting heat, a shortage of meth and MDMA, plus the purity of the latest batch of heroin to hit the streets, had sent some of the less fortunate over the edge. Fremantle had gone crazy in its lust for release. Cool detachment never felt so good as escaping a Hades-hot reality by slipping the needle in. 


			


			Chelsea was frustrated. ‘What the eff is it with Harry’s high? I just don’t get it.’ 


			‘Russian roulette, with a hot shot,’ Nat nodded, handing Chelsea a pack of ampoules.


			‘Yeah, why?’


			Natasha shrugged. She could say, but now wasn’t the time to try to frame the irrational and elusive with logic. Chelsea wouldn’t have understood. Being an ER nurse was the closest she had come to any irrationality. Her life, like her beauty, had been free and easy. This was one of several differences between the two women.


			All morning the Sir John Cartwright Hospital emergency room had been treating a procession of patients who’d overdosed on heroin. Natasha shuddered as thoughts of others still duelling with an addictive death slithered through her mind. The telltale blare of the siren found the ER staff ready.


			‘Hot seller this morning, this week for that matter.’ Chelsea waved the naloxone ampoules at Nat. 


			‘Yeah, thought you’d need a top-up.’ They’d need the naloxone, a drug given intravenously to counteract the effects of heroin. ‘Hope they work.’


			‘We’ll know sooner or later. God, I hope this one’s only a heroin OD. But given Sage’s coming in from her clinic, there must be some other crap going down.’ 


			‘Catch you later.’ Nat made to skate towards the exit door. 


			Chelsea called over her shoulder as she hurried to the arrival area, ‘No, Nat, stay. We might need some added drug advice if treating this one gets tricky.’ 


			‘Okay.’ 


			To watch the ER staff work was to witness practised chaotic precision collide with desperate inspiration. Kids rarely said they wanted to grow up and specialise in emergency medicine. People seemed to just fall into it. It wasn’t money-making medicine, but the staff were priceless. The emergency department was usually the last vestige of the injured, non-responsive, desperate and vomiting. Unfortunately, also the crude, rude and vile. At times like today, it approached being a childcare centre for recovering druggies. Outwardly, the staff coped and tried not to judge the sins of their patients. The patients, for their part, mostly never acknowledged how far they stretched the kindness of these ER strangers, their guardian angels by proxy.


			


			The room surged into action as Dr Sage Thompson, an addiction psychiatrist, jogged beside a gurney. Her silver-streaked black ponytail bobbed from side to side in time with her calm and calculated pumping of the patient’s bag mask. Her knee-high leather boots tapped out the urgent beat of the situation as she crossed the concrete walkway into ER proper. As the doors swung open, Sage took a noticeable deep breath as the familiar, reassuring smell of hospital-disinfected cleanliness greeted her. She then she shouted hand-over instructions to the ER doctors and nurses that joined her. 


			Chelsea started removing blood-soaked bandages from the face of the emaciated girl on the bed. On each side of her mouth, where her lips met, deep slashes jagged and split her cheeks. Example A of the other crap Chelsea had mentioned. This poor wretch’s malnutrition and track marks showed she was a regular street user. 


			Chelsea and Sage’s real work began. Natasha walked behind a glass partition as her mind whirled and scattered at the sight, and she was there again, there on the other side, transported back to a time when cold sweats and her demons reigned supreme and she was scared to her core. It was why she understood the flawed logic of an addict. Back then, she’d thought about escaping her hell with just one more hit – a hot one – and sleep for good. Luckily, the last time Natasha had ended up on the other side of the glass, Dr Sage Thompson had found her. The doctor saw the goodness in Nat and wrapped her in a warm, protective blanket of compassion.


			A groaned cough caused Natasha to refocus on reality and Sage to pause. The doctor calmly encouraged. ‘Good girl, come on. Come back to us.’ The naloxone had started to work. The young junkie’s breathing began to return to some semblance of what was needed for life. 


			‘Your soul’s not leaving us today,’ Sage said with a wrinkled brow.


			The high-pitched staccato of the heart-rate monitor told the doctor that this poor soul wasn’t out of the woods yet. Sage sighed, ‘What else have you got on board, my love?’ 


			Some other unknown synthetic invader travelled the poor girl’s veins. Most likely it was a speedball – a heroin and cocaine mix. It was hard to know. Maybe she had meth or MDMA on board. But as the doctor waited for the results of a more detailed tox screen, the girl began to flail around as a seizure took hold. Sage had to play a calculated medicinal guessing game. What drug to give next to counteract the unknown substance or substances still affecting the life of a waif who once was a father’s little girl and a mother’s pride and joy. 


			


			The controlled frenzy continued until a range of legal drugs worked their magic to contain the effects of the illicit ones. There was no one magic pill. Fortunately, this time, the homeless soul was brought back to her life. A life she may not have wanted back. Calm ensued and the ward soon settled. The ER staff tidied and stabilised the patient while others prepared for the next emergency or attended to the more benign medical problems that flowed through the ER each day.
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			The same morning: Holly Draper and Dr Mancini 


			Holly was a man’s woman, and she knew it. Dumber than she looked but smarter than she acted, Holly was still trying hard to prove her worth, and for that she needed a man. She’d realised at an early age that there were many ways a woman who affected men as she did could get ahead. But Holly was yet to properly catch the eye of the connected, brooding and impressively toned Dr Mancini. Seeing he’d entered the doctor’s office alone, she decided to make her move. 


			Holly began setting her honey trap, aiming for professional but with more than a whiff of over-familiar, friendly overtones. She’d heard that outside of work he was known by another name. ‘Hey, how’s The Boss this busy morning?’


			Mancini turned quickly, glaring. ‘Uh, good. Look, don’t call me that. Dr Mancini to you.’ His father had been The Boss in his Italian home town a whole other life away, and Sebastian didn’t want to take that part of the family business on. It also gave rise to his utter hatred of people trying to kiss arse. They were only ever trying to weasel their way into the new life he was carving out. Holly had been trying to isolate him for a while. He’d not socialised much since coming home, apart from a few unsatisfying one-night stands. Knowing what Holly and her curvy body were after, he decided to make light of it. ‘Hey, I’m just a simple guy trying to make a bit of a difference.’


			‘Oh, I think we both know you’re far from a simple guy or that you’re only striving to make a bit of a difference.’ She glided towards him. She wasn’t his type, but was easy enough on the eye. ‘Are you doing anything tonight?’


			


			Just as Mancini was wondering if it should be this easy, Rick, the ward pharmacist, bounced into the room. Mancini had observed this guy from afar. More of a harmless try-hard than a conniving sycophant, but there wasn’t much of a margin for error. It’s why Mancini had kept a wide berth.


			Rick smiled and thought, finally! ‘Howdy, Holly. Ahh, Dr Mancini, I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.’ 
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					The lunchtime underwear enlightenment


						

					


				

			


			Constrained and contained, Natasha Perry made her way back to the pharmacy. She met up with Jo, a lady who had never let anything constrain her. Jo hadn’t only broken into the male-dominated, upper-management, lycra-clad cycling posse, she’d corralled them to fall in behind her. This woman had become the chief pharmacist of the Sir John Cartwright Hospital – or JCH as it was known – in record time. The only time lycra, Jo and a male would find themselves together was for a totally different riding scenario. 


			Jo and Natasha headed out to have lunch with Sage and Chelsea. Ever since Natasha had left Sage’s clinic to work at JCH, and when all their rosters aligned, the four looked forward to sharing a Friday lunch catch-up. Sometimes they called themselves the Amigos. The silly name stuck after one particularly drunken night of fun – Mexican and margaritas. The four idly chatted as they made their way to a table at today’s chosen cafe.


			The port city of Fremantle was an eclectic mix of old-world charm blended with modern, sleek seaside architecture and graffiti-anointed dilapidated warehouses. The jewel in Fremantle’s crown was the many amazing restaurants and cafes lining its winding streets. There were the enchanting smells of different foods and strong coffee, which lured countless curious passers-by into the cafes. The Friday afternoon buzz around the markets and the Cappuccino Strip was contagious, even in the bone-baking heat. 


			


			The waitress took their orders. The morning’s trauma began to wash away as they relaxed, enjoying the air-conditioned energy of the lunchtime crowd and the sumptuous smells of tapas wafting out from the kitchen. Then the party sound of LMFAO’s ‘Sexy and I know it’ rang out from Nat’s handbag. 


			Chelsea rolled her eyes, ‘You’re kidding. Rick chose that, didn’t he?’ 


			Nat shrugged. ‘It’s not that bad.’


			‘Really? Come on. You know better. Oh, I get it. He’s being ironic. That makes sense.’


			Nat ignored Chelsea to attend to her boyfriend’s call. Although lately he’d become less of a BF and more of a FB. Nonetheless, at least he was her fuck buddy. 


			‘Hey, what’s up?’ Things were generally up and down with them.


			‘Good news! Instead of it just being us tonight, I’ve organised a foursome with Holly, the dietician, and one of the doctors up here on my ward.’ 


			Her heart filled with lead. This would be one of the down times. ‘But I wanted to be with you. Just us.’ She hadn’t seen him for the last couple of days. The last time they were together it was short, as fulfilling and frustrating as trying to pot an eight ball with a floppy piece of liquorice. As unsatisfying as sex with Rick could be, she craved the semblance of intimacy and belonging. Real love. 


			‘Come on, for me, please. I’ve been trying to get closer to Dr Man—’


			‘No, you prom—’


			‘Yeah, but anyway. You come to mine around six-thirty and then we’ll head out. Oh … and Tashy, don’t be late this time.’ 


			The sudden silence made her swear as she punched her phone into her bag. Natasha had the perfect venting environment. 


			Jo obliged. ‘What’s he done now?’ 


			‘I thought we were going out, just us. Instead, he’s agreed to meet up with some doctor and the dietician from his ward.’ She groaned. ‘So tonight … um, well, you guys know I’m not great at the small talk thing, especially with new people.’ Her dissatisfaction grew. ‘Do you know much about Holly the dietician? Or this Dr Man—whoever?’


			‘It’s Mancini. Uh … um, he keeps to himself. Something fishy there, you know,’ the usually direct Sage rambled. It was odd for her. ‘Hey, we need some water here. Where’s that waitress? She hasn’t taken our order yet, right?’ 


			


			Natasha pressed Sage. ‘Hey, you can’t just hang something like that out there. Mancini, come on. What’s the goss?’


			‘Let’s just leave it at … he might have been in some kind of trouble. I can’t remember the specifics. It was a while ago. His family got him out of it by sending him overseas, Italy I think. Ever since coming back, he’s kept pretty much under the radar, squeaky clean.’ She paused, ‘I mean, that’s the word on the street.’ 


			When she talked streets, Sage knew her stuff. Mean streets were her speciality. She rubbed her wrinkled forehead. ‘Not sure I want to talk too much today. I have a massive headache. Busy day and all that. But I will say, Holly … mmm, that one. Her reputation precedes h—’ 


			‘Trollop is an apt term that comes to mind,’ Jo added.


			‘Serial doctor-effer is another.’ Oddly, given Chelsea’s penchant for using an array of boundary-pushing adjectives, she drew the line at dropping the f-bomb. ‘Slutty slut slut alert there.’ Chelsea and subtlety had never entirely been introduced. Now would be no different. ‘Bonks anything with balls.’


			‘That’s more than fair.’ Jo chuckled, causing her ample bosom to jiggle just a bit. Her industrial-grade bra was restraining her, but nothing could hold back the broad smile that crinkled her English-rose complexion. ‘You can’t help but wonder what egotistical prat she’ll be sniffing around.’ 


			Nat’s words were as dry as the desert to the east. ‘Thanks, that really puts my mind at ease.’ Nat turned back to Chelsea. ‘Do you know about this doctor?’ 


			‘Let me think. Speaking as the table’s appointed connoisseur of the male form—’


			‘Self-appointed,’ Jo mumbled. 


			‘I’ll get back to that.’ Chelsea waved a finger at Jo while turning to Nat. ‘Dr Mancini, hmmm. Heard a few rumblings about dark and stormy, but that’s all I’ve got. I don’t believe I’ve laid eyes on him – yet.’ She shot Jo a wry look. ‘Could be because he works up in the clouds with you, and poor simple me just works down on the ground with the little people in ER.’


			‘Don’t give me grief. I hear you’ll be moving up into the clouds soon enough.’ Jo brushed her reddish-brown hair aside. ‘I haven’t laid eyes on him, either. I understand he works for the Aida Breast Care Foundation, up on eleven.’ Before Chelsea could say a word, Jo nodded. ‘Yes, in the clouds.’


			


			‘Let’s Google him.’ Chelsea chuckled, ‘Maybe a bit of friendly Instagram and Facebook stalking.’ Chelsea’s voraciousness for social media rendered her immediately useless. Her attention was instantly drawn to her phone. 


			Jo persisted. ‘I know he’s been appointed to the Sir John Cartwright Hospital Board, and if he’s working on JCH’s oncology/haematology ward as well as for Aida, then he’s someone Rick feels he needs to brown-nose.’ 


			Sage seized her chance. ‘Nat, you deserve better than Rick. You know that, don’t you?’ 


			Nat started sweating, which had nothing to do with the weather. She hated being in this type of spotlight. ‘Hey, think where I’ve come from.’ 


			‘That’s the past. Now you deserve better. This guy, well, he doesn’t … you’re just so much more than him.’ Sage’s piercing green eyes burned into Nat’s, making her soul squirm.


			‘So, I take it your headache isn’t stopping you from talking now? Can we just leave it?’ Natasha was made of glass when it came to Sage. 


			Sage was comfortable in her skin. Who else could pull off being a leather-clad, Harley-riding doctor with heeled boots and a stethoscope? Such a snugly fitting outfit worn by a female in her late forties, even a trim one, would typically shriek mutton aiming for lamb, a woman tragically trying for an all-too-late stab at attitude. But Sage, she who was never sheepish, only ever commanded respect. Being a specialist addiction psychiatrist she cared for some of the most troubled and broken people society had discarded. All the same, her compassion was not to be toyed with. She shook her head, worried that all Natasha’s hard work tackling her dark, heavy baggage would be wasted on Rick. 


			It was true. Nat had fought fiercely to find her way back. No one ordered her around anymore. ‘Enough. From where I’ve come from, who’d have thought I’d ever have a life close to this? Who knows what Rick and my future holds?’


			‘No crystal ball needed. A train wreck and you hurt,’ Jo mumbled dryly.


			‘Don’t be a cow.’


			‘Sorry, but I’m worried.’


			Nat hung her head. ‘It’s … I mean, he’s all I deserve at the moment. I know it’s not perfect. God knows I’m not perfect.’


			


			‘Nat, forget perfect. It’s an intangible construct. He’s seriously selfish, which is clearly tangible.’ Sage squeezed Nat’s shoulder, her eyes softening. ‘I haven’t seen it for the past year. You’re settling for second-best. You deserve better.’ 


			Chelsea came back to the conversation. ‘Can’t find much on this Mancini guy. It’s odd. Who can’t be found on Instagram, Google or Facebook? I just keep getting bumped to some company site. There are a few business function photos of him with various stunning babes hanging off his arm. Doesn’t seem to have a main babe, could be a bit of a player. Not much else. Seems strange. But …’ Her tone was more frustrated than mean. ‘… as for Rick, well, Nat, I know it’s hard to hear, and since Sage has brought it up. I agree.’ She widened her gorgeous hazel eyes while giving her patented, sanguine, let-me-educate-you stare. ‘You’re a babe. You could have so much more. God, I’d turn for you if I didn’t like cock so much.’ 


			Ahh, vintage Chelsea. She’d never had to settle. She shone, even in her nurse’s uniform. Chelsea may have been someone Natasha envied. Instead, they’d instantly clicked as Chelsea smoothed the way for Nat when she was an ER pharmacist newbie. 


			On this far too hot day, silence settled over the table like a thick, prickly blanket. Natasha looked towards the Fremantle port as a distraction from the Spanish Inquisition at the table. Cranes dominated the docks in the busy port like giant robotic dinosaurs baring their large skeletal frames to the world as they loaded and unloaded both legal and, given today’s events, undiscovered illegal cargo. These monoliths, their carcasses shimmering in the waves of heat, constantly changed the landscape of the port as they built up and then broke down the mountains of containers.


			Nat smiled despondently. She could relate to the cranes. Her innermost defences were laid bare to her friends as she strained under the heavy load of always building her and Rick up. She glanced at Jo. ‘Anything else to add?’ 


			Jo tried to lighten the mood. ‘Well …’ Her shoulders rose on a dramatic pause, as was often her wont. ‘Does he take your breath away? You know, when you see him first thing in the morning or when you’re about to do the horizontal tango?’ 


			Nat aimed for indignant. ‘Ahh, none of your business.’ Her shoulders dropped along with her head. The only thing that took Nat’s breath away lately was the sprinkling of icy water at the start of her solo morning showers. 


			


			‘Nat, given your less than convincing response, let me say honestly, Rick’s a smart-arse, and that’s not only my professional opinion – I don’t trust him.’ Jo’s lips curled in a smirk. ‘If you’re using him for s.e.x., that’s fine. As long as you know that’s all it is. You must know we care for you dearly when we say he’s not good enough for you.’ 


			‘Please, don’t hold anything back on my account.’ The death stare Nat flashed Jo was anaemic.


			‘If you want to get some, have a hot affair, but not with someone like Rick.’ 


			Exasperated, Nat said, ‘Stop it. It’s for me to work out.’ The prickly silence settled once more. 


			Finally, Sage broke it, reaching out for Nat’s hands. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry, we forget ourselves sometimes. We don’t want Rick to come between us. I don’t want to see you hurting again, that’s all.’ Her smile creased lines around her eyes, and her face softened. ‘I’ll always be here for you.’ 


			Jo and Chelsea nodded in unison. It was what they did. They thrashed things out, but only the Amigos got to criticise each other. To anyone else, they presented a united front. 


			Natasha shared her real worry. ‘But what if he’s the one, and I miss my one big chance?’


			Jo spoke, reflecting the expression on all their faces. ‘If you’ve got to ask that, then he’s not.’


			Not for the first time, Natasha pushed down an unsettling feeling about Rick. He did have his good moments too. ‘Okay then. I’ll think about what you’re saying.’ She was mostly happy, better than she’d been for a while – no attacks, a point in Rick’s favour, surely. 


			Their lunch arrived and thankfully, the topic moved on. Chelsea led the way. ‘I’ve discovered a new underwear etiquette.’


			Jo couldn’t help herself. ‘Really, pray tell. Was this a personal discovery on one of your nights out with the latest Mr TDD?’


			Chelsea and Jo’s man codes always intrigued Nat. ‘You’ve lost me. Mr T-what?’ 


			‘Mr Tall, Dark and Delicious.’


			‘Oh.’


			‘No, not a Mr TDD. Purely an observation from work.’ Chelsea smirked and continued to hold court, ‘With all those designer names and labels branded all over men’s underwear, I’ve noticed they’re getting bigger and bigger.’ Chelsea took a long sip of water, ‘So way, way more is covered than just the rod and the reel. Yet young women’s underwear is getting smaller. It’s barely there, or not at all, the whole commando thing.’


			


			‘Whatever happened to always wear your best underwear in case you get hit by a bus?’ Jo giggled. The lightness and happiness were returning.


			Chelsea cleared her throat. ‘Forgetting the bigger problems of the women’s no-undie issue, I sometimes find that with these young men, I have to fight through all the extra material to save them. So, my dear friends, revenge is not only best served cold, but with a bloody big pair of scissors.’ She gave a smoky laugh. ‘Straight through all those expensive Tommys and Calvins because, seriously, it’s a matter of life and death, no less.’ And there it was. The fun was back. 


			Sage was still a little quieter than usual as she watched Natasha. Her worries filled her already thumping head. Was Rick sending Natasha back into an abusive cycle? Sage remembered the discarded, desperate waif she’d taken in. Delving through the outward grime and abject desolation of Nat’s spirit, Sage discovered Natasha’s mind had splintered from the vicious abuse she’d been subjected to by her father, and then more so when she ran away from home. 


			The young woman had fought back against all odds. Sage remembered how her chest warmed with pride when Natasha had finished her time at Sage’s clinic as a fully graduated and registered pharmacist. 


			Then her gaze drifted to Jo, who laughed so easily with her friends. A bold and loyal woman, she took Sage’s word that Natasha would never let her down if she took a chance on her. Jo met Nat with an open mind. With ever-present grace, balanced with shrewdness, Jo employed Nat as a pharmacist. That long-ago conversation returned to Sage as if it was yesterday. 
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			Sage’s Fremantle clinic, three years ago. 


			‘She’s had an abhorrent time of it. Yet, given a chance to change, she’s made such stunning progress.’


			Jo rested her chin on a fisted hand. ‘Tell me about the underlying need for such stunning progress.’


			‘I’ll let her detail the worst of her past if you need it. It began with domestic violence and a father who tortured her. She was forced to flee her home. That’s when her circumstances went from bad to worse.’


			Jo didn’t flinch. ‘Okay, tell me.’


			Sage began to walk her long-time friend through the rubble of Natasha’s circumstances. ‘Back then, to survive, she disconnected from her surroundings and let an alter-ego take charge as she was forced into addiction.’


			‘Okay, but I can’t employ someone whose mind might wig out and who’s been an addict.’


			‘Forced into using, is different to becoming addicted,’ Sage added.


			Jo countered, ‘You’re splitting hairs.’


			‘She threw off addiction as soon as she could, meaning a wig out is unlikely,’ Sage continued. ‘We’ve worked hard to give her coping mechanisms. She’s aware of the triggers that bring forth the personality that causes severe panic attacks, which sometimes leads to violence and blackouts. If necessary, she knows how to manage it with meds. She’s so strong these days, it’s unlikely she’ll completely submit to an attack.’


			Sage sipped some water. ‘We’ve figured out that guilt over the enforced drugging caused her mind to split. However, at that point in time, she already had overwhelming feelings of guilt about how she was making a living. Given she’s out of that environment now, being totally controlled by her alter egos is unlikely. She calls them her alters, for want of a better term. One alter ego, Trixie the Slut, did what was necessary to survive. Now Nat just calls this alter ego The Slut. The other, Goldilocks, punished Nat for what The Slut did. The terror Goldilocks brings is the most worrying – at its worst, Goldilocks can lead Nat to violence or suicidal thoughts and actions.’


			‘Just to be clear. This type of behaviour is very rare now, if it happens at all?’ Jo asked.


			‘Yes.’


			‘Will she ever regain a complete and together mind?’


			Sage’s brow furrowed. ‘That’s the million-dollar question. There’s one main block we’re yet to unearth and have her remember. I’m certain that if she does, we’ll be able to rid her of her alter egos forever. We’ve all but banished them, for the most part, from her everyday life. Mostly now her alters are voices, if they appear at all, like negative self-talk.’


			


			‘Can she manage these alters without meds if they do start to appear?’ Jo said.


			‘Yes, music is the main key. Playing, singing, or if her guitar isn’t handy, remembering the fingering to play songs and their lyrics. It calms her. Nat plays the guitar so well and has an amazing voice. Clinging to a song, whether out loud or in her head, settles her down.’


			‘Okay. Could work stress bring on an attack?’


			‘Unlikely, because three very rare triggers must occur all at once. All of which aren’t ever likely to occur at work.’


			Jo’s eyebrows winged up, ‘And her names for her alters are The Slut and Goldilocks, really?’


			‘Yes, I know it seems dramatic, but that’s the core of what we’re dealing with. They’re opposite sides of the same coin – pleasure and punishment.’ Taking a breath, Sage said, ‘Nat hasn’t had an uncontrollable attack in years.’


			‘Reassuring, but still …’


			‘She’s a work in progress, but she very intelligent and giving her a fulfilling job will help even more so. She been working as a pharmacist for me, and there’s been no issues. In fact, because of her life experiences, she’s very good with patients.’


			‘I’ll need more. It’s a lot to take in and trust a person over.’ 


			Sage could see Jo was coming around. 


			‘Why pharmacy, of all things?’ asked Jo.


			‘Yes, it’s an interesting career choice, given her background. I think because of her trauma she wanted to understand more about drugs and help those addicted. She’s top of her graduating year and has experience beyond her years. She’s been invaluable at my clinic, but needs to broaden her horizons now.’


			On that day, Jo’s generosity was tested, but Sage convinced her. 


			Jo nodded. ‘Okay, I desperately need another pharmacist. I’ll give her a three-month trial period to begin with and we’ll go from there.’ 
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			Now, years later, neither woman had been let down by Natasha. Looking at her now, Sage was so proud, and was reminded that even rubble could be used to build new towers of strength. Nonetheless, she didn’t want Rick to be the wrecking ball that brought down Natasha’s progress.


			After lunch, the Amigos dispersed. Jo and Natasha walked back to the pharmacy department, struggling against the heat that caused acrid vapours to waft up off the semi-liquefied bitumen road. When they neared the hospital’s entrance, Jo could see relief in sight and asked, ‘How’s Rick feeling about you applying for his oncology/haematology job?’ 


			The doors slid open. ‘He’s fine with it.’ The cool, clean hospital air refreshed them as it washed over them. ‘He sees his move to ICU from oncology/haematology as a step up the ladder. It’ll give him more chances to show off how much he knows about all things medical. He’s been trying to prep me for my job interview, but he’s pretty busy with his own career, and just makes me feel inadequate.’ 


			‘Oh, please. You should have had a senior role ages ago.’ 


			‘It’s okay, things are coming together now.’ 


			‘I’m so happy you have an interview.’ Jo’s voice dropped a little. ‘You know I’ll be on the interview panel, right?’


			‘Yep. I guessed that, given you’re chief. Who else?’


			‘Pia Gallo, the CEO of the Aida Breast Care Foundation. Her family set up the foundation. And there’ll be a rep from JCH’s HR department.’ 


			‘Sounds fine to me. I’m just glad to get an interview.’


			‘Nonsense. You’re intelligent, experienced, and more than qualified.’ 


			They had to catch the lift to reach the pharmacy on the fifth floor. The mission-brown cube smelt of hospital-grade cleaner and sick people’s regret. Dr Rachel Cartwright joined them, entering the lift just as the doors closed. She ignored Jo and Nat, punching the button of the floor she wanted. 


			Natasha had been working with Dr Cartwright for weeks now. ‘Hi, has ER settled down?’


			The doctor gave a gruff, ‘Yes,’ then gazed upwards as the floor numbers lit up, enforcing perfect lift etiquette. 


			Jo broke the silence. ‘So apart from Rick, what prep are you doing for the interview?’


			‘I thought I’d go over some journal papers and read through some oncology texts this weekend.’


			‘How about we go over some onc and haem stuff this Sunday night, accompanied by a bottle of wine?’


			‘Isn’t that a conflict of interest?’


			Rachel’s ears pricked up. What was this about?


			


			Jo chuckled. ‘Oh dear, no, the wine won’t care.’ She nudged Nat. ‘No, I’m not going to know anything specific about the interview. I don’t meet with the panel to sort that out until next Tuesday. I’ll only be able to prepare you for what to expect generally, as any friend would do.’ 


			‘Don’t you have anything better to do?’ said Nat. Jo might have been divorced and married to work now, but she still entertained a rich social life, although not as much as Chelsea. ‘No hot dates this weekend?’


			Jo winked. ‘No, not this weekend. I thought I’d have a quiet one. Besides, I’m working Sunday, which puts a dent in one’s social life. I don’t mind coming to your place after work. We can order food in and make a night of it?’ 


			‘Sounds like a plan.’ 


			Jo’s nose crinkled as she laughed. ‘Sounds like a grand plan. By the way, did you know that Chelsea is moving up to onc/haem from ER as well?’


			‘Yes, but I don’t know if you should say as well.’ The lift doors opened and they stepped out, leaving Rachel to enjoy her own company.


			‘You’ll be fine. You’re one of the smartest women I know.’


			‘Flattery will get you everywhere. But I’d better get back to work. Don’t want to get fired by the boss. I hear she’s a real cow.’ 


			‘Really. How interesting … I’ve heard that too.’ Jo pulled a face. ‘Moo.’
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							The double date sales experimentation


						

					


				

			


			Natasha worked through until 5.30 pm then headed home, relieved the steady flow of overdoses had eased. She still had to drag her reluctant feet, which morphed to autopilot as she prepared for the night ahead. 


			Nat dressed, dreaming of caring and intimacy, wanting more from Rick tonight. Stupid, she thought. Safe was enough. Although the afternoon had been armpit-dripping hot, Natasha chose jeans for the evening. She’d been bitten so many times that it had left her far beyond twice shy. Life for Natasha was easiest when draped in the camouflage of ordinary. 


			To achieve this mundanity, she’d selected nameless skinny jeans snagged from a bargain bin at a budget store. To keep her a little cooler, she wore a white polyester shell top. Same store, different bin. While the fabric hugged her torso, it was not too tight. Her hardly bare shoulders were all the skin she was prepared to display. The only small eccentricity she entertained was knock-it-out-of-the-park shoes. Shoes were the one item she frequently stretched her budget for. Tonight, to set off her outfit, she’d chosen her intricately strapped white stilettos with silver heels. 


			Her straw-like hair sat up in a simple ponytail. She really should’ve tried to do more with it and let her beauty shine through. That was for another night when the date was more than a social experiment to improve Rick’s job prospects. As it was, she wore only light make-up and did nothing extra to her hair. 
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			The short trip to Rick’s apartment didn’t do much to quell her unease, even with her music playing on the car stereo. Knowing that Rick didn’t see this as a date should’ve eased her anxiety. She was never confident about how he’d act towards her. Which Rick would it be? The Rick who showed them off as a couple with his future in mind? Or the Rick who only want to show Natasha off? Both satisfied the need to prove Rick was a solid guy, not some awkward, intelligent loner. It seemed she wasn’t the only one with different personalities. Nevertheless, when it came to Rick’s personalities, none were enough for Natasha. Maybe tonight Rick would show her more. 


			At this frustrating thought, the negative voices began. The Slut struck out, first, Oh, don’t be so sucky sentimental. It’s only sex, and pretty bad at that. The Slut was uninhibited, with questionable morals, but she’d had her uses for far more than trying to vamp it up on a date. 


			Such was Nat’s life that for any Slut action, there was always a very unequal and opposite Goldilocks overreaction. You’re trash, that’s why he only shows you the affection you deserve. This reaction was mild. In the past, these two alters fought over Nat like two rabid dogs competing for a scrap of food. Goldilocks, the puritanical bitch liked to punish Nat severely for any of The Slut’s transgressions. 


			Thankfully, now, Nat had better control but sometimes her mind entertained these two negative voices for a little longer than Nat liked. Goldilocks accepted Rick. He fitted her lore. He was not too hot, not too cold, not too soft and not too hard. He was just right. Hence Natasha’s name for this alter. You can’t be trusted. Follow MY rules, bitch. 


			But he’s a soft-cock. The Slut barely tolerated Rick. Back in Sydney when Natasha was defenceless and had things done to her against her will, she would retreat and let The Slut take control. And you survived.


			As scum, ranted Goldilocks. If The Slut strayed and sinned, Goldilocks released a beastly creature of fear, panic and loathing that sent The Slut, and ultimately Natasha, spiralling into a chasm of horror and violence, a full-blown psychotic storm. Natasha, even with Sage’s undying patience, hadn’t been able to unlock what this creature represented and why Goldilocks used it to torture Natasha. 


			


			The Slut was bored. Come on, let’s have some fun. Ditch Rick the stiff, or in his case, not so— 


			‘Stay on MY righteous path tonight, skank, or you’ll pay.’ Goldy spat. 


			‘Arghh!’ Nat fought back. She had enough energy left this day to shout all of them down, especially when she turned up the music. She mumbled to herself, Yes, I’m settling, Nat pushed The Slut and Goldy back to the dark side of her mind, silencing them. 
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			As she parked her car, her overpopulated mind quietened. For the past year, beige banality was the only path she’d found that came close to ridding her of her alters. One day she’d be confident enough to play with all the colours. Until then, all she had was the black and white of her alters and the beige they coloured her in. 


			Natasha’s knight in beige armour looped his wiry frame through the barely open door. His body was not too wimpy, not too great; perfect for Goldilocks. Natasha was comfortable with the safe techno-geek thing he had going on. Leaning up with minimal effort, he gave her a peck on the cheek. She moved her head and tried to linger on his lips. He moved away, and she sagged. 


			Jo’s words sprang forth, invading Nat’s thoughts like a struggling weed that had finally found the sun. Okay, he hadn’t taken her breath away just now. Then again, he was in business mode and she was nervous. Rick didn’t do much to improve his chances when he impatiently ran his hand through his greasy brown locks and shut the door. The tetchy jangling of the keys in his hand signalled there wouldn’t be any pre-dinner couple time. 


			Rick’s greyish-blue eyes swept upwards, appraising her. There was no spontaneous delight, a reaction she thirsted for. Instead, he dealt her a backhanded compliment. ‘Hey, Tashy, you look hot, but not in that way. It’s been so hot today. I thought I’d get to see your gorgeous legs tonight.’ 


			‘If this was a real date you would’ve.’ There was a hint of satisfaction in her eyes as she looked down at him from her heels.


			His eyes did a quick droll roll. ‘Jeez.’ He stood back slowly, shaking his head from side to side, practising his Steve Jobs circa 1970s look. ‘Tashy, don’t be like this. Tonight will be good for both of us. You know you need to raise your profile around the hospital. Sell yourself more, especially if you want my job on the onc/haem ward.’


			


			‘I’d rather let my work speak for itself.’


			He adjusted his glasses. ‘But there’s no harm in giving yourself a bit of an edge. Once the doctors know you, your work doesn’t just speak for itself. It announces you.’


			‘Yes, but I don’t want it to announce, here comes a complete tosser.’ 


			His eyes dulled, and silence became the only thing they shared as they walked along the stuffy corridor to the apartment block’s garage. Natasha reached over and tried to hold his hand, pleading for a skerrick of attention. Her reward was another mood-deflating, economical peck on the cheek. 


			Rick coiled himself into the driver’s seat, yelling from the open door, ‘Come on. I know you, you’re stalling.’ 


			Natasha hated that he thought he knew her MO. She was so much more, if only he’d take the time to find out. He used to once. 


			Nat slid into the passenger seat as Rick reached over and squeezed her hand. Another brief touch, her chest ached for more.


			‘Can you relax? I know you’re shy, but you can be mesmerising. I’ve seen you with your patients, your friends. You’re brilliant. It’s one of the reasons I’m with you.’ 


			‘I’ll take that as a compliment, shall I?’ Natasha’s lips struggled with a skittish smile. 


			‘Yes, you should. You’re rarely like that with me, but I know you can be, so for tonight, if you could, please. It’s important for my career … and yours, of course.’ 


			Rick was nothing if not consistent. A predictable, narrow path. It had to count for something. Natasha was tired and briefly disheartened, allowing Goldy to return to sit on one of her shoulders. He’s all you deserve. He’s safe. 


			The alters began to bicker as The Slut climbed onto Nat’s other shoulder. Safe’s for young kids and churchgoers. You’re made of hotter stuff. Set it free.


			Natasha wouldn’t let the voices stay, fighting back, she let the lyrics and music of a song playing on the radio lighten her mind. Then she shifted the focus of the evening from an alleged sales opportunity to the safety of banality. ‘Where’s dinner tonight?’ 


			‘The Red Herring.’ 


			


			She scoffed as her lips now found an easy smile. ‘How apt.’ It summed up the date, she thought.


			Rick frowned, starting the car and crunching the late-model appliance into reverse gear. He liked this type of car. It was reliable. A practical vehicle that delivered serious people from A to B. Rick’s dull white car looked and handled like a washing machine: a cycle of monotonous predictability that gave limp results. It wasn’t Natasha’s type of car. She liked power and performance, a car that gave the driver thrills and excitement. How she dreamed her partner might be. Her car – like her shoes and her friends – was one of the few not-too-ordinary things in her life.
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			Their dinner companions were late, so Rick and Natasha sat at the bar. He ordered a berry cider. Not an adult drink, thought Natasha. She settled her nerves by ordering champagne. She gulped more than the first half. She was rostered to work the next day so she’d go hard early, quell her nerves, and ease up later. 


			Holly arrived, apologising for her late date. She was more than a little pissed at him. ‘I was all set to come in his car.’ 


			I bet she was, thought Nat.


			‘Then he called, going on about some meeting, so I had to get an Uber. A meeting, you’d think he’d come up with a better excuse than that.’ Not missing a beat, she shifted to flirty as she got the bartender’s attention. ‘A dirty martini.’ Her lips hovered over the words, ‘heavy on the dirty’. Once she’d joined them for a drink, her troubles slipped away. She thrust her curvaceous body Rick’s way. ‘Trust you to be on time.’ 


			Rick jutted his chin carelessly towards Nat. ‘Yes, still had to give Tashy here the hurry up.’ Then he swept back to focus on Holly. ‘H, have you two met?’ 


			‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t see you there. Tashy, is it?’


			Unlocking her grinding jaw, Nat managed, ‘No. Natasha.’


			‘Of course it is.’ Holly swiped her hand dramatically over her ample chest. ‘I’m Holly, but you know that.’ Nat’s nostrils were assaulted by Holly’s sickly-sweet perfume. Overpowering and cheap, it was a fitting calling card.


			Rick rested his hand on Natasha’s shoulder. ‘You two should get to know each other. Tashy might be up on onc/haem soon—’ 


			


			‘So, where ya going, Richard?’ Holly stroked back her long, copper-chestnut hair. Natasha suspected that’s what the dye colour printed on the bottle read. Holly flicked her locks back, revealing more of her porcelain face. It was a perfectly practised move. Her scantily clad breasts swayed hypnotically in the direction of her locks. All pure sexual precision. 


			Rick’s hand fell from Nat’s shoulder, and an icy awkwardness engulfed Nat. So much for the scorching day. She drained her glass, wondering how Holly flirting with Rick was helping his, or for that matter, her, career. His cloaking of Natasha made time seem to skulk by. Rick ordered a second round of drinks for Holly and him, ignoring Nat. 


			Natasha wanted the floor to swallow her up so she could be as invisible to the rest of the world as she seemed to be to her boyfriend. Her eyes drifted. They swept around the restaurant, wondering if anyone had noticed that she was uncomfortable – self-conscious and being ignored by her boyfriend. Natasha’s gaze became fixed on the entrance as a gorgeous man appeared. The doorway framed his tall, dark and definitely delicious features – a perfect Mr TDD. Chelsea and Jo would’ve been impressed.


			Smouldering dark chocolate eyes burned Nat, and her breath hitched. ‘Desire’, U2’s sexy anthem, started to power through Nat’s brittle psyche. They stared at each other for a moment longer. 


			‘Oh, finally. There he is the man himself.’ Holly fussed, as Nat’s Mr TDD smiled politely. 


			Damn. He’d have to be the doctor sniffing around Holly for more than her keen intellect and bubbly personality. Despite her disappointment, Nat couldn’t take her eyes off him, nor stop the music. The last of the dusk sun seemed to light the way for him as he walked towards them. She was captivated by his face and smooth, tanned skin. He swept his long, sexy fringe across his face, causing his hair to catch the sunlight in a particular way, glistening blue-black. He was worth a second glance. 


			A brutal desire flooded Nat as her heart started to pound. The beats ran faster together like the heavy drumming of the music in Nat’s head. She had to stop the drumming. She wasn’t sure if it was driven by her, or if sometimes just the mere thought of The Slut appearing caused Nat to be wary about the feelings pumping through her. When The Slut became DJ to the soundtrack in Nat’s head, Natasha was simply screwed. Still, she couldn’t take her eyes off Mr Tall, Dark and Delicious, and desires born from a whole different kind of screwed flowed through her. For his part, he seemed indifferent.


			


			Natasha couldn’t help but appraise Mancini’s sublime lines. He looked carefree but there was a kind of fiery restlessness in his manner, tinged with an edge of underlying darkness, maybe sadness. Soon it was hidden as a flash of annoyance flickered across his face. Natasha recognised a man it was best not to anger. Yet she had this irresistible urge to challenge him. There would be a certain excitement in testing how far his buttons could be pushed. 


			Before Nat could think any further, Goldilocks said, This one is too hot for you. Too dangerous. Stay with Mr Just Right. 


			Nat tried to hang onto Goldy’s beige beads of wisdom and the control she needed even as The Slut added, Just right is for breakfast cereals. Let’s spice up life with Mr Deliciously Devine. 


			As the doctor came close he extended his hand, and Natasha understood the flash of annoyance. Rick had hopped off his bar stool to shake the doctor’s hand and fawn. ‘Sebastian, I mean Dr Mancini, great. Good to see you. Glad you made it.’ It was like the doctor was Rick’s date.


			‘Apologies, all. I got caught up at a board meeting.’ The doctor’s voice was so smooth and deep that it vibrated to Natasha’s core. Oh, it was hot again. He reached over and with a quick nod and a slight smile, shook Holly’s hand. Not what Nat had expected at all.


			Rick prattled on. ‘Oh, those hospital meetings. Sometimes I wonder why we have them. They just stop us from getting to the real work.’ 


			Another flash of annoyance hit Mr TDD’s face, until he moved away from Rick. Then his eyes brightened as he extended his hand, turning his full attention to Nat. ‘Hello, I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced.’ His smouldering sizzle was paired with old-world charm. ‘Sebastian Mancini. My friends call me Seb.’ 


			Nat took his hand. ‘Hi Seb, pleased to meet you. Natasha Perry. My friends call me Tash.’ As she echoed his words, a glorious smile spread across his face. A charge shot through her as his eyes widened. Nat shifted her focus as he seemed to see into her soul. Her eyes darted to the light dusting of dark curly hair on his broad chest. It poked above the top button of the crisp navy shirt that hugged his svelte torso. 


			Suddenly, she had to fight outrageous notions as ‘Desire’ ramped up again. Its powerful bluesy swagger drove an erotic longing, daring her to find out what it would feel like to drag her fingernails through his chest hair and follow the rich path down, down. Southwards could be fun, below where his black trousers highlighted his lithe hips and toned butt. 


			


			Nat fought to heed Goldy’s rules and banish Trixie the Slut. The feelings he inspired surprised her. She’d suspected this depth of passionate need had shrivelled up and died at the hands of partner tedium forced upon her by Goldilocks’s control. It was Natasha who defiantly wanted to run wild and hot with Mr TDD. Wow, Natasha’s desire, not The Slut’s. 


			Holly pushed between them, grabbing the good doctor’s arm. ‘Shall we eat?’ 


			Rick crashed through Natasha’s trance. ‘Yes. C’mon, Tashy.’


			Natasha hadn’t realised that while her thoughts were cascading over themselves, she was still holding the doctor’s hand. With the contact broken, U2’s power was pulled. Bono’s gravelly sexiness yielded to that noise heard when a vinyl record became stuck, tracking around and around in a well-used rut. Natasha’s familiar safety zone.


			Mancini cleared his throat. ‘Um, yes.’ Cocking his head, he gave Natasha a quizzical look. Rick grabbed her hand and not so subtly pulled her away. The waitress, who recognised Sebastian, rushed to seat them near the windows, a prime position overlooking the Swan River and the Norfolk pines lining the opposite bank. Natasha sat next to the window, with Rick on her right. She was amazed to be at a table with such a view. Dr Mancini waited and pulled Holly’s chair out so she could sit across from Rick. Mancini chose to sit across from Natasha. 


			Given the view, Natasha was relieved she could make safe small talk. If Rick monopolised their companions, all would not be lost. She could enjoy some delectable food and magnificent views. Not to mention the occasional sneak peek at Mr TDD. As if on cue, Rick highjacked the conversation and it followed his path.


			Finally, there was a pause in Rick’s domination of the conversation as the waitress delivered their mains. Natasha noticed that Sebastian had also ordered seafood. She loved seafood. Rick, on the other hand, had come to one of the finest seafood restaurants in Fremantle and Perth only to order steak. That was Rick, one of his many quirks. Holly had ordered oysters and proceeded to eat them luridly. Predictable, yet still stomach-turning. Natasha couldn’t help but notice that Dr Mancini was also repulsed. 


			


			This doctor wasn’t at all what she’d expected. Unlike Chelsea’s description, he was considerate and respectful. He didn’t seem to be a player. Then again, she hadn’t spoken to him that much. There was still plenty of time for cheesy pick-up lines and pretence. He was here with Holly, after all.


			With Holly and Rick’s mouths full, Sebastian finally had a chance to speak. This woman he’d organised to sit across from held his attention. He’d had his fill of skin-deep. Something about her whirl of blue eyes and simple beauty made him want to see what made her tick. He wondered how far he’d have to dig to see if he affected her like he wanted to. ‘Nat, do you like sailing? I see you looking out at the boats on the river.’ She seemed much more like a Nat to him than a Tash and certainly not a Tashy. 


			Natasha became knot-in-her-stomach surprised. She almost choked on her fish. No, no, no. Only her closest friends and family were allowed to call her Nat. Stumbling past his first curveball, she swung at the second. ‘Um, only from afar. I’ve never had the chance to sail, but I like the water.’


			‘Me too.’ Sebastian thought he saw a hint of a blush. He became intrigued by her challenging level of self-discipline. Women rarely surprised him these days. Could he break through her control? He added, ‘I love the water.’ Then, he surprised himself by blurting out, ‘I have a sports cruiser. Maybe one day you could come for a cruise with me.’ He frowned inwardly. He was trying to break her down, yet he was the one cracking. 


			His words made the knot in her stomach tighten. Nat’s brain crashed as she contemplated his invite, which included her all on her lonesome. She kept her face impassive, mask in place. Goldilocks had trained her well. 


			With Nat’s thoughts stalled, The Slut surfaced. Oh yesss! You know you want to.


			Goldilocks hissed, Get a grip. With this Italian prince, you’ll be dirt and then mine to hurt. Fear of Goldy rebooted Nat’s brain. Yes, pompous Italian prince. He needed a peg or two knocked out. She was with Rick. Didn’t it look like it? From the glares Rick and Holly shot her way, Nat knew she had to shut this down, not only because of her alters’ ire. 


			The good doctor’s bottomless brown eyes pinned her as they danced with mischievous delight. To be safe, Nat moved the conversation. ‘I’ve always thought I’d like my first sail to be special, maybe a motor yacht around the Greek Islands.’ She gave Seb a back-off stare.


			


			He found that intriguing. Most women fawned over him. Although maybe there was a chink in her armour. This woman could be the challenge he thirsted for. Tonight may be more entertaining than Seb had anticipated. He wondered how much she was attached to this guy Rick. ‘It sounds like a fantastic adventure to share with someone special.’ 


			Nat decided this arrogant bastard needed a lesson. Risky to rely on Rick to help teach Sebastian Mancini, but Nat tried. ‘Yes, I think so. Hey, Rick, how about it, you, me and a small yacht with the beauty of the Aegean surrounding us? Sounds good, don’t you think?’


			Rick shook his head and grunted. ‘No, not really,’ and continued to chew his steak.


			His dismissal forced Natasha to save face with cheery ambivalence. ‘Then there’s the architecture and history. Some of my friends have done it. They make it sound so good.’


			‘So you’re living precariously through them?’ Holly chipped in with an airy giggle.


			Seb raised his eyebrows as his eyes met Nat’s. 


			Rick sniggered. ‘I think you mean vicariously, H.’ 


			Knowing how terrible it felt to be on the end of a Rick put-down, Natasha spoke. ‘You’re both kind of right. At the moment, I am living through the stories my friends have told me, but given I haven’t sailed before, when I finally do, the trip might be fairly precarious.’ 


			Everyone laughed. Holly quickly recovered from her faux pas. 


			‘Totally rules me out, then.’ Rick put his very own hurtful cherry on top. Rick and Holly downed their wine and struck up a conversation about the food. 


			A pang of sympathy hit Seb. It was his fault she’d been left high and dry by Mr Flaky. He lowered his voice, focusing on Natasha. ‘I’ve been around the Greek Isles, but not on a yacht. It would be fun.’ 


			Surprisingly for Natasha, she slipped into a relaxed conversation with Dr Mancini. His musical tastes were almost as eclectic as hers, her love of books nearly as diverse as his. He liked Hemingway and was reading one of his books. She liked to run along the same beach track as he did. 


			‘Maybe I’ll see you out there. I usually do a Sunday run.’


			Natasha pushed down strange feelings. ‘Um, I’m working this weekend, so probably no run.’ The discussion moved on to work where she found that Dr Mancini the oncologist empathised as much with his patients as Natasha did with hers. 


			


			His brow creased. ‘Sorry, the last thing you probably want to talk about is work.’ 


			Natasha was impressed; something she hadn’t been in some time with a man. 


			He refocused on her. ‘Where have you travelled?’ 


			‘Not far. Sydney to Melbourne once by car for a family holiday. And a cheap flight to Perth, obviously. That’s about it. I want to travel more.’


			‘Me too.’


			‘You sound like you’ve already been to so many places.’


			‘Only Europe, the usual cities, Paris, Rome, Barcelona. I lived in Italy for a time.’ Again, he found himself giving away more than usual. ‘Once I hit thirty, it was time to come home. I’ve only been back about six months.’


			‘Ahh, I’d love to see Europe, but then there’s Machu Picchu, or Ethiopia and the sunken—’


			‘Churches of Lalibela.’


			‘Yes!’ They laughed at their easy familiarity and the meal passed almost too quickly. 


			As they organised to pay the bill, Holly, who was quite tipsy, declared, ‘The night’s young. Who’s up for more?’ 


			Natasha pulled Rick’s hand, trying not to look desperate, yet desperately trying to hint that she needed this sales experiment to end. Without looking at her, he spoke to Holly. Not really to her face. His boob fetish was coming to the fore. With Holly’s girls swinging around unhindered, Rick slipped into a boob-inspired hypnosis and smiled his let’s-have-fun smile. 


			‘What a great idea, bring it on.’ He was a little inebriated, but it didn’t excuse his leering. 


			‘I really can’t. I’ve got work tomorrow, and Rick, you shouldn’t drive.’ Natasha nudged Rick’s shoulder, her anger rising. She restrained her urge to slap him silly. She was losing patience with dismissive, public Rick, especially given the day’s lunch conversation. And now there was Mancini’s Greek Odyssey challenge so fresh in her mind. 


			‘Oh, Tashy, since you’ve been such a goody-two-shoes, you can drive. Come on out and play.’ Rick’s miniaturisation of Natasha knew no bounds. ‘You’re only in the dispensary tomorrow. It’s not like you’ll need a lot of brain power there.’ Nasty Drunk Rick had appeared, and Natasha had thought she was the only one with a few nasty alter egos.


			


			Not totally sure why, Sebastian felt someone needed to rescue her. ‘I have to work tomorrow too. What if we go for a little while? Then we can see how we all feel after that?’ He saved the shred of pride Natasha had left.


			‘It’s settled then.’ Holly grabbed Seb’s arm and gleefully proclaimed, ‘To Metropolis, and don’t spare the horses.’ 
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The MADLY playlist: QR Code to MADLY Spotify Playlist

‘Desire’ — U2

‘Let it Roll' — Flo Rida

‘Locked Out of Heaven’ — Bruno Mars
‘Cherry Bomb’ — The Runaways

‘I'm Outta Love’ — Anastacia

‘Nasty Naughty Boy’ — Christina Aguilera
‘All Nite (Don’t Stop)’ — Janet Jackson

‘Sexual Healing’ — Marvin Gaye

‘Big Girls Cry’ — Sia

“You're So Vain’ — Carly Simon

‘Son of a Gun (I Betcha Think This Song Is About You) — Janet Jackson (feat. Missy Elliot)
‘Human Nature’ — Madonna

‘You Better Run’ — Pat Benatar

‘What Goes Around Comes Around’ — Justin Timberlake

‘Life for Rent’ — Dido

‘Thunderstruck’ — AC/DC

‘All | do is Win’ — DJ Khaled'feat. Ludacris, T-Pain, Snoop Dog, Rick Ross
‘Waiting on a Friend’ — Rolling Stones

‘Cream’ — Prince

‘Bring Me to Life’ — Evanescence

‘Come Undone’ — Robbie Williams

‘Bornithis Way’ — Lady Gaga

‘Secret’— Madonna

‘A Moment:with You’ — George Michael

‘Love and Affection”— Joan Armatrading

‘Should | Stay or Should | Go’ — The Clash

‘Slow’ — Kylie Minogue

‘Come On Oyer (Turn Me On)"= Isobel Campbell and Mark Lanegan
‘Start Me Up’ — Rolling Stones

‘Permissiono Shine’ — Bachelor Girl

‘Hymn to Her’ — The Pretenders
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