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CHAPTER 1
Rick knew he’d hate it. And he did. But his former uni buddies never had known what ‘no’ meant. Even worse, they had remembered his birthday and, even though it had been almost three years since he’d finished his degree—the one he had done nothing with, though they apparently had—and their former association had long become loose at best, they were determined to celebrate it.
Rick suspected that the instigator of and driving force behind the ambush was John, who had been a friend of sorts, but since having successfully applied his engineering degree to climb the corporate ladder with Thor Mining he had changed; become someone else Rick didn’t know anymore. Rick had majored in a sub-speciality of engineering called ‘thermo-engineering’ which focused on addressing the issue of longterm global warming created by the thermodynamic consequences of humanity’s ever-increasing use of energy. He had combined this with his applied mathematics major and come up with a thesis that attracted some significant attention at the time.
One of the unpleasant side effects of John’s professional success was that he got a kick out of not-so-subtly bragging about his salary; which didn’t just make him unpopular with Tony and Olaf, but prompted Rick into trying to avoid him as inoffensively as possible.
Unfortunately that hadn’t worked too well, mainly because Tony, who for some obscure reason kept in regular touch with John, shared an apartment with Rick. Given Rick’s pathetic income for operating the mobile barista stall, as he had for the last two years, he really couldn’t afford to find something on his own; what with rents going up at ridiculous rates every year. He could of course draw on his assets, but was reluctant to do so.
John had decided to impose his weirdo need for social calendar leadership of their group of four and invited Rick and the other two for a Rick birthday party at The Hook Nook; all the time well aware that (a) Rick disliked parties and needed serious reasons for attending them, (b) hated going to bars where you couldn’t think with the racket all around you and (c) that he had to be up early to set up the barista stall in time for the early starters at Adelaide Uni. That typically took the best part of an hour, forcing him to drag himself out of bed at Jesus o’clock from Tuesdays to Saturdays, six a.m to three p.m. for three weeks in a row and Mondays to Fridays every forth week. Tomorrow was the last Saturday in the three-week sequence. It meant Rick was going to have to work Monday as well. Just one day to get a decent rest… Not that Saturday was a day for bumper business; mostly students keen to get some work done.
And there was item (d): why in the world The Hook Nook? The joint’s name gave away what went on here. Just about everybody who came here either was planning to hook up with someone—by unspoken, but tacitly observed, convention of the opposite sex—they already had a hookup scheduled through some dating app. The only explanation for the choice of venue, almost certainly made by John—as usual without consulting anybody—was that he was planning on trying for a hookup when the rest of them had left. The fact that Rick was certain not to score here must have looked like an extra bonus. 
Rick should have told the cabbie taking him and Tony to The Hook Nook to stop and let him get out. Never mind the ribbing he would have gotten later through their shared Telegram message group. Mainly John taking the piss out of Rick of course, but the other two, spineless jerks they were, would do nothing to defend Rick.
And what about himself? 
Not much spine here either…
Bygones! 
The deed was done. Here he was, nursing a small bottle of low-carb, low-alcohol beer. It was better not to take in anything more intoxicating if he wanted to function properly in the morning. Getting some decent sleep was essential to survive tomorrow’s parade of mostly dull-as-dishwater customers waiting—some of them with more or less passive-aggressive exhibitions of impatience—for their favorite caffeine delivery medium to get their day kickstarted.
But here was Rick, on his birthday of all days, in hookup joint hell, sharing a table with three former engineering study-buddies-of-sorts. In truth, by now they all had become strangers. That included Tony, who was doing fly-in-fly-out work in the Northern Territory; only showed up at the apartment Rick and he shared for maybe two days a week. Even then he usually was absent screwing one of his girlfriends at her place; though as of recent that narrowed down to what looked a serious one. The most garrulous and loud of their group of course was John, who was doing his best to squeeze some validation out of the others and especially Rick, who was a handy target, because in their group he stood out as a professional failure. Nobody ever said as much explicitly, but whenever they got together, which happened mercifully rarely, the reek of what wasn’t said hung around their gatherings like that of a kind of spiritual putrescine.
With everybody talking, usually across and over the top of each other, Rick had activated his tried and tested defense and self-preservation strategies; basically said nothing, or at best grunted when he considered that was going to keep him just enough in the conversation, so as not to become a focus of their attention by clearly not being in it; neither mentally nor vocally. With nothing else to do but to figure out a way to get out of here ASAP and with the least hassle, his focus right now was on the bar and the people occupying the stools lined up in front of it. 
Watching people waste their time with vapid chat, sipping on drinks and slowly getting into whatever mood it took them, lubricating their social interactions… 
Fascinating, in a weird kind of way. Maybe, Rick thought, he should have studied psychology instead of thermo-engineering. Or maybe art? But, no! Scratch that. Too many tedious wankers with delusions of potential grandeur and profound, occasionally pathological, personal validation needs. That was as opposed to the wankers littering the various engineering disciplines, of course. A disturbing proportion of them basically just wanted to make money and blissfully pretend that they lived in a universe where things could actually be controlled through clever design. Which they couldn’t. Rick knew that only too well. Sometimes bad things happened and there was zilch, nada, nix, rien, nichts, nanimonai anybody could do to prevent it.
Rick’s ruminations about his personal problems and woes were diverted into a different direction when the woman his attention   had been focused on for a while now made a movement signaling that she was about to slide her beguiling butt off her stool. Her back had been turned to him, but he had been watching her for quite some time. Clandestinely of course and making sure the others didn’t notice. 
Why her? 
He’d never even seen her face…
She said something to the tall guy, finally slid off her chair, turned, so Rick finally…
His heart stopped. His breath caught. The world inside the bar… 
Everything that wasn’t her suddenly was kind of weirdly out of focus; his annoying brain flaw kicking into action yet again.
Rick fought it down, using strategies he had developed over the years. He succeeded, but only partially. Because…
That face…
He saw everything, to the limit of his visual system’s resolution. Every curve, color, wrinkle, twitch of her mouth, eye movement, a brief flaring of her nostrils followed by the tiniest twitch of her perfectly symmetrical nose. 
Everything.
And what he saw…
Helen of Troy? Eat your fucking heart out! 
Launching a measly thousand sailing ships and galleys? 
How about all the world’s navies in one happy unified-purpose armada?
She would!
Not just her face either. 
Everything.
Rick forced himself to broaden his focus, as her cheeky-ass denim shorts rode higher on her thighs, for a moment revealing even more of long, perfectly shaped legs, their calves partially covered partially by sleek low-heel what John would probably call ‘fuck-me boots’. They settled on the floor, before she headed off to where Rick knew the toilets were located, thus forcing her to pass close by Rick’s table. Because of his position, her eyes briefly rested on him, her expression distant and almost bored. 
Rick immediately diverted his focus away from her, though for a heartbeat or two he again took in every nuance of her face. It was enough. He knew the signs; indeed hadn’t expected anything else. She was so far out of his league that she might as well be in a parallel universe. The tall, blonde, clean-shaven manscaped metrosexual she had been talking to and flirting with definitely wasn’t the ‘Rick’ type. Her preferences were pretty clear; the bored expression when she briefly glanced at him…
Tony, who sat opposite Rick and had noticed his distraction, turned around in his seat to look after her as she disappeared through a door leading to the hallway with the toilets. He returned his attention to Rick with a knowing look and raised eyebrows. John and Olaf in turn noticed that, and then all three were suddenly staring at Rick with various expressions on their faces, ranging from almost-compassion in Tony’s, a suggestive leer from Olaf, to superiority bordering on contempt by John.
“Not a word!” he snapped.
“Anybody I should get to know better?” John said.
Rick felt an atavistic urge to plant a fist into John’s smug grin, but immediately fought down even the thought of it and shrugged.
“Nice legs,” he muttered. 
“Yeah,” Olaf said dryly. “Nice.”
He made a quick lewd gesture with  spread fore- and middle-fingers of his right hand.
“How about you shut the fuck up,” Rick snapped. “It’s supposed to be my birthday. Means be-nice-to-Rick day. Right?”
“Rick’s in love,” John singsonged, grinning.
“Man-child,” Rick retorted.
“Pants too tight yet?” Olaf asked Rick, who decided to ignore the jibe.
What the fuck am I doing with these assholes?
In this place…
To distract himself he returned his attention to the bar; watched as the bartender handed tall, blond, manscaped—what was he? date? accidental hookup? just chatting?—a small pink bottle of premix drink; probably some kind of pretend fruit juice or cordial, laced with vodka or gin; sweetened and perniciously intoxicating, mainly because it was easy to forget the presence of the tasteless alcoholic component and end up paying dearly, in more ways than one.
Rick told himself to ignore the bar and what happened there as well. 
Just get the fuck out of here! 
Now that he had seen her unexpectedly close up, the memory of that brief look would continue to taunt him. 
The ongoing needling by the others—with Tony remaining silent, though making no further effort to defend Rick— made him even more determined to leave now. 
But he didn’t… 
Rick forced himself to admit that the reason for sticking around was him being a class-A shallow asshole. Of course, there was nothing wrong with looking at a beautiful woman and getting hit with an unexpectedly potent attack of lust-at-first-sight. Because that’s what had happened here. It had hit him in the head and other places with the force of a swung cricket bat.
He really needed to get a hold of himself. Let his better nature—the one that wasn’t a randy ape’s—take over his thoughts. Even though she might leave Helen of Troy in the dust, Rick was uncomfortable with objectification of women. 
Of course, it was self-evidently true that all one had in the beginning was what one saw, heard and maybe, if getting close enough, smelled. That went for men and women alike. The guy waiting for her to return from the toilet also was a visual magnet of sorts. Maybe not for straight men like Rick, but women? Different issue altogether. Just like Rick was not a woman magnet, Mr. Tall-blond-manscaped was.
As far as she was concerned, Rick had just had the visuals, but these were a complete knockout. Also, for all he knew, that could be all there was to her. Stunning visuals were mostly the result of lucky draws in the genetic crapshoot, often helped along by excessive attention to preening and effect seeking and maybe outright narcissism. 
There you go again…
Rick chided himself for not only objectifying her, but judging based on assumptions, stereotyping and a severe deficiency of evidence. His body’s instant visceral reactions to seeing her had completely taken over his mental functions, and never mind ethics, reason, conscience and all those other layers of cultural conditioning.
Rick froze.
Her hookup had picked up the premix drink bottle and was holding it just below the level of the bar top, out of sight of the barman and between him and the rest of the inattentive patrons. He took a quick, furtive look around. To Rick it looked like he was undoing the bottle’s lid. After a hesitation and another covert glance at those surrounding him, the fingers of his right hand curled around the bottle’s neck. Rick couldn’t see the left hand, though he had a notion that it might be reaching into the left pocket of the guy’s carefully mutilated designer jeans. Some more concealed movements, with the man looking around himself with a fake casual air, before he placed the bottle and its cap on the bar top and assumed a relaxed pose, his face turned to where she was likely to appear.
Rick’s thoughts were awhirl. He had no doubt about what had just happened. However, what to do about it was a different matter. He had no evidence whatsoever that the guy had spiked the drink; hardly could waltz up to him and level an accusation he would be unable to substantiate and which might get Rick thrown out of the establishment. No matter how convenient finding himself separated from the tedious company of his buddies would be, it also was going to leave the intended victim unaware of what was heading her way.
What could he do?
His mind raced through a bunch of equally iffy scenarios, then settled on the most promising. Still risky, but…
There she was! Too late for second-guessing.
Rick, now again completely focused on her, was only distantly aware that Olaf had asked him a question.
John laughed; peered at the bar and the empty stool next to tall, blond, manscaped guy.
“Bit out of your league,” he sneered.
“Leave him alone,” Tony said.
“Just sayin’.”
Rick was about to tell John to go and fuck himself, but decided that he had more important things to do than waste time in verbal sparring with pricks like John. Olaf was borderline there, too. Tony was just bearable, but…
He rose and started for the bar.
“You’re not!” Tony’s voice said from behind him.
John just laughed mockingly.
Rick ignored them and worked his way through the narrow spaces left between the patrons at the nearby tables. By the time he was almost right behind her, she had resettled herself on the stool and taken the bottle handed to her by wannabe date rapist. He raised the bottle of the craft beer he was nursing and clinked bottle necks with hers. As she was about to put it to her lips, Rick reached out from behind her and clamped down on her wrist with his right hand.
“Might wanna reconsider drinking that,” Rick said sotto voce, his mouth right next to her ear.
“What the fuck?” wannabe rapist snapped.
As she turned to face Rick, her hair brushed against his skin. 
His heart and breathing stopped.
<~~>
“I’ll be there a bit later.”
Penny’s face grinned at Louisa from her FaceTime window.
“Have fun with your hookup. I hope he is what he pretends to be.”
One can hope.
“You expect me to go on my own?” Louisa grumbled.
“Just ignore the blow flies and focus on the guy, whatever his name is.”
“Lance.”
Penny laughed.
“Think it’s real? Lots of double entendre here. Could be a noble Lancelot trying to hook up with his dream Guinevere. Or maybe he’s hinting that his lance is every woman’s dream.”
“How long you gonna be?”
“Not sure. When Grant’s lance has left me happy and exhausted.”
“Geez! TMI, girlfriend!”
“You asked!”
“I need you there! Alert and ready to get me out if needed.”
Penny pulled a face.
“Uhh, alright. How about ten?”
“Nine thirty!”
Penny looked to her right.
“Think we’ll make it?” she said.
The response was a deep male chuckle.
Penny’s face turned to her FaceTime pickup again.
“Grant’s gonna do his best.”
“Pen!”
Penny laughed.
“Tell him to do better!” Louisa snapped. “You promised you’d be there!”
“Well, I’d better stop chatting then. Gonna hang up now. Best of luck.”
Louisa was left staring at her own face in the FaceTime window.
Penny had been lucky. It looked like Grant was a keeper. Anything in present day dating land that lasted for as long as these two had, was promising. That Penny was spending more time at his apartment than at her and Louisa’s had to be significant.
Louisa had met Grant. Not her—tall, blonde, lank, blue-eyed, clean shaven—type at all. Just the opposite. Dark. On the small side. Deep, somewhat raspy, voice. Serious beard, which had to get in the way of things sometimes. Nice eyes though. Deep-set, but not making him look like some evolutionary throwback.
Coming face to face with Grant had taught Louisa a lesson of sorts. About her shallowness if nothing else. She was still trying to figure out just what exactly it all meant.
But not tonight. She’d meet Lance—whatever the name meant—at The Hook Nook. It wasn’t her favorite place, but Lance had suggested it and she hadn’t been in the mood to discuss the venue. Neither was she in the mood for taking the hookup further than the club. In fact, this had been the pattern with her app-arranged hookups for months now. It made finding a date considerably more difficult than it used to be. Most of them expected a hot session on a bed to follow. Or maybe a fuck against a wall. Which she’d always refused to even consider.
What was the matter with her anyway? Was it all about finally having to admit that finding someone who ticked her boxes in the ‘type’ categories and also put an end to the ever more tedious and repetitive effort of finding a life partner had become outright exhausting? 
Because it had; for far too long. 
Louisa turned off her phone and went into the bathroom to finish putting the final touches on her makeup and making sure that her hunting outfit—maybe she had to rethink that concept a bit?—was just so. It had to strike the right balance between competing requirements. There was what was expected from a woman in a bar/club like The Hook Nook and therefore actually helped to avoid unusual attention. However, she also had to stand out for her date, who—shallow as he surely was; just like herself—would first-look judge her from how different she was from the norm. Being unable to predict what would attract his favorable attention, she had to make some difficult and possibly wrong choices.
In the end she settled for something unostentatious, designed to display her natural features to their best advantage, without making her look slutty. This included minimal makeup as well as brushing her shoulder-long hair until it shone and hung freely, held in place with only a minimal use of hairspray. When she was done, she paused for a final inspection in front of her bathroom mirror.
Everything was in place. She was wearing a comfortable T-shirt bra, exposing just the right amount of cleavage for her generous breasts. Enough thigh was left uncovered by the cheeky-ass shorts to keep the gawkers happy. Not too much here either. On the safe side of grab-me.
Louisa considered herself in the mirror for another few breaths, then turned away resolutely and called an Uber to take her to The Hook Nook and her ‘Lance’ date. Expectations meter set to low level. One way not to be disappointed.
<~~>
In the event, Lance exceeded the expectations raised by his dating app profile images. Killer smile and what felt like an effortless, unforced, natural charm. He made her laugh from the start; put her at ease, even though she was quite aware that he was careful to conceal any intentions of taking things further than was in her plan for tonight. But he was unthreatening, and by the time Louisa was on her third Vodka Cruiser, she had relaxed enough to follow his lead in their conversation. The fact that he seemed interested in her rather than endlessly prattling on about himself and his own importance in the world, as a lot of them did, also helped. He gathered an additional major brownie point for never looking at his phone. Louisa got so carried away that she forgot to check the time on her phone; as she normally would have, to make sure Penny was on her way. 
But then the call of an overfull bladder finally intervened where Louisa’s sense of time and the on-silent phone had deserted her.
“Sorry,” she told Lance, “but a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do.” 
She retrieved her phone from the small purse slung over her shoulder and looked at the lock screen.
9:47 and a message from Penny.
‘Sorry, Lou. Got held up. Be there 10:15ish. Promise. ❤️❤️❤️’
“Back in a tick,” Louisa said to Lance. “Don’t go away.”
“Everything okay?”
“All good. Penny’ll be here soon, too. With her boyfriend I guess. They’re good fun.”
That was a lie. Penny might be able to let fly in the ‘fun' department, but Grant was a serious kind of guy. Still, he didn’t seem to mind Penny having fun; even gave the impression that he enjoyed watching her having it. But Louisa had long ago realized that he was also watching out for her. Because he almost certainly loved her. Louisa could tell. He seemed to have a hard time wiping a tiny affectionate smile off his face whenever he looked at Penny doing ‘Penny’ things, not all of which were ‘Grant’ things as well.
Letting her be Penny and enjoying it…
Lucky girl!
“Expecting somebody?” Lance said.
Louisa thought she caught a subtle undertone of what might have been disappointment, but decided to ignore it. 
“You’ll like them,” she said, slid off the stool and headed for the toilets.
This hour, Friday night, The Hook Nook was packed and still filling up some more. Louisa had to weave her way through a bunch of new arrivals heading for the bar; then past a row of tables set along the wall, all of which were occupied. A few curious looks followed her, which she ignored. Her line of sight briefly crossed with that of a scruffy looking guy, sharing a table with three others. Louisa thought that he had an air of I’d-rather-be-anywhere-else-but-here about him. He immediately averted his eyes; as did she, and by the time she reached the hallway that led to the toilets she’d already forgotten about him. Right now, she was more interested in emptying her busting bladder into what hopefully was a clean toilet.
<~~>
Returning from the toilet, Louisa paused for a moment before fully stepping back into the noisy bar. People were blocking her view at Lance, though she could see the top of his blonde, carefully coiffed hair. She also noticed that a full Vodka Cruiser was waiting beside his beer bottle.
How many had she had? 
Three?
That was three standard drinks, which still placed her brain firmly into full self-control territory. But this one was going to be the last, especially since Lance obviously had paid for it. Again. He’d insisted on paying for the previous ones as well, dismissing her protests with his irresistible charm and a wink. 
“I like being antiquated,” he told her.
She had accepted it as graciously as she could. No point getting into an argument about the tab with a cool guy, who clearly was into her. However, she also knew that the lance would not be invited in. He would be disappointed, but she hoped that he was interested enough to try for another date with a more satisfactory followup. 
I’m such a user!
If she weren’t, she’d tell him right now that she wasn’t in the mood for mindless sex games. Probably not the next time either. She just liked chatting to men. Flirting, too. Because she liked men. Well, not all of them, but the good ones; though figuring out who was what was an iffy game. Previous disappointments had made that quite clear. Lance might or might not prove yet another. Still, so far so good. 
She stepped into view; noticed his eyes on her. One of those killer smiles graced his handsome, clean-shaven face. She made her way through the crowd and slid back onto the stool.
“Thanks,” she said, taking the cold Vodka Cruiser bottle and holding it up.
“Anytime.”
Lance smiled and raised his beer bottle.
“Cheers.”
They clinked bottlenecks. Louisa brought the bottle to her mouth, but before it could get there, a hand clamped around the one holding it.
“Might wanna reconsider drinking that,” a soft male voice said into her ear.
Startled, Louisa turned her head, looked right into a pair of dark brown eyes… They widened with what seemed like stunned surprise, but a moment later hooded as he released her wrist.
“What the fuck?!” Lance snapped.
He slammed his bottle onto the bar top and jumped off his stool; stepped around her and gave the guy a shove that sent him reeling backwards. But he caught himself on the edge of the bar and by some miracle managed to stop himself from falling. He straightened, his eyes still on her; raised his hands in a pacifying gesture, palms facing her and stepped back.
“Fuck off!” Lance said unpleasantly, his tone devoid of any of the smooth charm he’d exhibited until now. 
Already the attention of nearby patrons had been attracted by the potential for serious physical violence.
“I saw what I saw,” the man said, his eyes fixed on Lance, but Louisa knew he was addressing her. 
Lance took another step toward the smaller man; who backed away, cast a quick glance at Louisa, but then immediately refocused his attention on Lance.
“Make him drink it! See what happens.”
Pleading with her. Maybe searching for something.
“Fuck off!” Lance shouted.
 He balled his fist and took another step forward.
Another searching look from the man, who, Louisa suddenly realized, might just have saved her from serious trouble. He seemed to nod minutely, then turned away, pushed through the throng of watchers and disappeared from sight.
Lance stood there, glaring after him, before turning back to her.
“What an asshole,” he said dismissively. 
As he returned to his stool, Louisa placed the Vodka Cruiser on the bar top; waited until he was seated then pushed it across to him.
He frowned at the bottle.
“What?”
“You heard him,” she said.
“You really expect me to—”
“I do.”
Louisa looked around her, noticed that quite a few of the patrons had whipped out their phones and were doing what nowadays seemed to be a built-in reflex with everybody.
“Fuck that!” 
All the charm had leached out of Lance. 
“Just because some fucktard—”
“I dare you,” Louisa snapped.
“Fuck you!”
Lance jumped off his stool, muscled his way through the bystanders and disappeared from sight. 
Louisa turned to the bartender, who had not just been watching events, but right now was lowering his cellphone.
“You got that, I guess?”
“Yep. Looks to me like someone saved you from a whole lot of grief.”
Indeed…
Louisa craned her neck but—was it Mr. I’d-rather-be-anywhere-else-but-here?—was nowhere to be seen. She slid off her stool and headed back to the table where he had been seated, but found it vacant and already being claimed by other patrons. She returned to the bar, where the bartender was busy with his phone. When he saw her approach he put it down.
“Just sent my best shot of your wannabe date rapist to the cops. Don’t think there’s any need for you to get involved. We have this shit happening often enough. Got a dedicated URL to submit our reports to the cops. I’ve also secured your drink bottle. With a bit of luck there’ll be fingerprints. And they can test whatever he put into it.”
Louisa smiled at him. 
“You’re really on the ball.”
“Management policy. Guys like that are bad for business. If we help the cops to catch him, that’s good for business. Makes everybody feel more secure.”
He winked at her.
“Best of luck finding Mr. Unknown. Never seen him here before. Still—” he grimaced “—the face looked vaguely familiar. Can’t place it though.”
“What’s your name?”
“Tom.”
“Louisa. Mind if I leave you my number? If you remember, can you send me a text?”
“Sure.”
They exchanged numbers, after which Louisa called Penny. Apparently she and Grant were on their way. 
Louisa told her what had happened and that she was going home.
“Are you all right?” Penny fretted.
“I’m good. Really. Just going home. Gonna have a long shower and go to bed. You and Grant do whatever pushes your buttons.”
“You sure, you—”
“I’m good. I’m safe. Close call, but it’s over.”
“You were lucky!”
“I know, Pen. Believe you me, I know.”
<~~>
Rick tore himself out of his focus-on-her-face-near-paralysis as the wannabe rapist came at him, his face now distorted into an ugly mask. 
Rick immediately let go of her wrist, before the taller man gave him a flat-handed shove. He just managed to grab hold of the railing hugging the bar and used that to recover his balance. He made a show of staggering out of the irate guy’s reach and raised his hands in what he hoped was a conciliatory gesture. 
Didn’t work.
“Fuck off!”
The much taller and stronger man’s right hand fisted.
Rick didn’t want a confrontation. He had to get away from here. But he couldn’t; not until he was sure she believed him.
“I saw what I saw,” he said, his face turned to her, but his eyes on the tall, blond guy’s face; looking for any signal that this was going to go seriously sideways. That would mean he’d either have to do a runner or stop pretending he was the underdog.
Rick took another step backwards and again looked at her. His hyper attention focus kicked in, but this time he was prepared and immediately controlled it.
“Make him drink it! See what happens.” 
Though he knew it was going to be futile, he made another half-submissive gesture at his adversary.
“Fuck off!” the guy shouted.
Rick backed away, took another glance at her and, satisfied that he wasn’t needed here any longer, gave her a tiny encouraging nod, before he pushed through the gawkers crowding around the altercation. He kept moving, not stopping to look behind him, because that would have meant the physical confrontation he wanted to avoid. His retreat should take the heat out of the situation and make the guy believe he had saved face and won this pissing contest.
However, her face had told Rick that the wannabe rapist wasn’t going to bask in his illusory triumph for long. Once she asked him to drink the spiked premix… 
She was safe. 
Too many watchers for him to even think of touching her.
As Rick passed by his table, the guys gaped at him.
“I’m out of here,” he said without stopping.
“Rick! Wait!” Tony called after him.
Rick ignored him. When he finally was outside in the street,  looking around for a cab, the three came out behind him and started peppering him with questions. He just shook his head, waved them off and got into a waiting vacant cab.
Tony knocked on the window, but Rick shook his head and looked away, shutting them out.
“Let’s go,” he told the driver.
He gave the man his address and closed his eyes. As the cab took him home, through the flickers of the passing lights of urban night, blurred by his eyelids, Rick saw her face.
<~~>
When Louisa finally was safely back home, with the door locked behind her, she held up her right hand horizontally at face level.
Still shaking just a little. The aftereffects of someone attempting to drug her still lingered.
In the cab she had played that scene back in her head; over and over again, until she was sure she wouldn’t forget. When she was done with that, she thought back to what had happened before everything went to the dogs. Lance weaving his web around her. But when she had told him that Penny and Grant would be on their way… 
That’s when she should have paid attention!
Even though her brain had still functioned just fine, the three Vodka Cruisers had affected her otherwise very active personal alert system, causing her to ignore the subtly dissonant undertone, which had snuck into Lance’s voice when…
‘You’re expecting somebody?’
Louisa thought that maybe he wouldn’t have spiked her drink if he had been able to pour another few premixes and maybe something stronger into her. But the sudden deadline put smack into the path of his planned conquest… That did it. She had given him a motive to hurry things along.
Luckily she really had needed to pee. Such a banal contingency; yet it had made all the difference, because it had started a series of events leading to her unknown friend-in-need warning her and  so foil Lance’s plot.
She also admitted to herself that as a result of all this a grim and very inconvenient truth was staring into her face; refusing to be ignored. It was about shallowness; which had almost led her into something that might have ended very badly. 
Like really bad.
Lesson learnt?
Hopefully this time. Finally. 
Louisa wasn’t sure what, apart from the grim and inconvenient truth, lurked here as a lesson; or if maybe there was a whole curriculum of lessons involved. 
Didn’t matter. The most important ones had been held up into her face in strobed garish-red lettering; right now kept circulating endlessly before her mind’s eye.
Don’t trust people you don’t really know!
Don’t judge from appearances!
Don’t ignore warning signs!
Don’t drink if it impairs your intuition!
Don’t be fucking stupid!
Oh, yes. There also was this: Don’t question good luck!
Because lucky she had been. And the instrument of her good fortune, after doing what he had to so she could expose Lance, had disappeared into thin air before the watchers could whip out their phones and make sure the occasion was immortalized on social media.
Had he been afraid? 
He hadn’t looked scared. 
More like alert and…sensible. 
When Lance had switched from Mr. Charming to Mr. Foiled-Wannabe-Rapist, ready to take a swing at Mr. Scruffy-Looking…
How dare I even think of him like that?
She had no right to think of him like that. He had been her only friend in The Hook Nook. Everybody else, including Tom, the bar guy, were gawking and either snapping pictures, assisted by the flashes in their cellphones, or maybe taking live action videos. 
Fuck them!
By the time she was out of there, some of that shit would be live on whatever social media platform they wasted their time on when they weren’t drinking and hanging out with their hookups in joints like this; or, in many cases, while they were drinking and with only half a brain, if that, having vapid conversations.
Louisa told herself to be grateful that they hadn’t gotten a chance at vulturing around some real violence. Lance could have pummeled her friendly helper into a pulp. He was taller and clearly worked out. The way he’d shoved her friend-in-need out of the way…
Only reason there hadn’t been some real injury…
Louisa played the sequence of events back in her mind yet again. Friend-in-need helper was no fool. He had assessed the situation and decided that he didn’t want to get involved in actual fighting. Instead he had left finishing the job in her hands. 
‘Make him drink it! See what happens.’
Trusted her that she would and got the hell out of Dodge. That way only Lance got hurt. Not physically but maybe far more significantly in the long run. She hoped that the cops would pursue this and lock Lance up for a while. If there was a sexual offenders’ register in South Australia, maybe his name could end up in that as well. Maybe go national. Lance would forever rue the day he tried to drug her.
He would have, if it hadn’t been for…
She wished she knew his name! Friend-in-need, who hadn’t asked for anything in return. Not even a thanks. He could have stuck around and waited outside The Hook Nook for her to come out as well, but hadn’t.
She might have seen this as a sign that he didn’t care about what happened after he left the scene. Washed his hands of her and the whole sordid affair and good riddance. But Louisa knew better. There had been a brief instant she had at the time thought of as weird-and-approaching-creepy, when he grabbed her wrist and whispered into her ear. She had reflexively turned to look at the nutcase who had so suddenly almost-assaulted her. The moment their eyes met, his face had frozen, dark inscrutable eyes staring…somewhere. That had lasted for maybe a heartbeat or two before he seemed to return to the world as Lance started shouting at him.
Louisa dismissed the didn’t-care explanation. 
If he hadn’t, he would not have interfered in Lance’s plans. He must have watched Lance spike her drink when she was on the toilet and decided that he was going to do something about it. 
He was watching me, too.
Why else would he have paid attention to what Lance was doing?
Louisa dismissed a stray suspicion briefly intruding into her ruminations. Friend-in-need had been watching her? So what? She knew most men were inclined to do more than just watch her. 
Once upon a time she had liked the attention, but as the years passed—not even that many, but enough—it became tedious, which was why she nowadays didn’t go to clubs unless she had an actual date lined up. It didn’t stop the leers, but they mattered less. Besides—and here was another truth—she could have been much more careful about concealing the aspects of her body that attracted all the attention. Except her face maybe, though she could have tarted herself up with excessive makeup until she looked pretty much like every other clubber.
Bygones!
Lessons learned. Next time she was going to pay attention. That didn’t mean she had to stop having fun. She just had to adapt and be more circumspect. Of course, she shouldn’t need a friend-in-need to watch her six o’clock. The whole thing was like completely unacceptable. She should be able to dress any way she pleased. If she wanted to flaunt her breasts she should be able to. Or her legs, which she knew were man-gaze magnets. Probably woman-gaze magnets as well, but that wasn’t how she rolled. 
But reality didn’t conform to wishful thinking or Zeitgeist. All the respect and consent campaigning was barely making a drop-in-the-ocean difference to anything.
Ironically, in this case her attention-seeking also had attracted that of her friend-in-need. Maybe the universe had a sense of humor.
Louisa pushed her thoughts aside, went into the bathroom, where she undressed and stood herself under the shower; let the tepid water run over her for a while before she started to soap herself down and wash her hair until she was satisfied that she had removed every Hook Nook odor and surface molecule. She brushed her teeth obsessively; followed that up with a mouthwash rinse until her tastebuds were numb and her mucous membranes puckered. She finally stepped out of the shower and dried herself in front of the mirror, taking an occasional look at the woman there and wondering what men saw in her. If they saw anything but the externals that genes had so generously bestowed on her; some of those mom’s, though in her eyes she saw dad.
After checking the settings of the aircon, Louisa finally went into her bedroom, dropped on the bed and closed her eyes, trying to recall her friend-in-need’s face and playing back yet again what had happened in the club.
Before she dropped off to sleep, Louisa made a secret wish: that Tom would remember where he had seen him before.
<~~>
Oddly enough, by the time Rick closed the door the apartment he shared with Tony behind him, he had decided that, though entirely unintended—especially by John!—his former buddies had given him like the best birthday present ever. Nothing material of course. But then again, what could they have actually bought that would have been anything but something…bought. Instead they had taken him to a place he wouldn’t have set a foot into unless forced to. As a result he not only had caught a glimpse of the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on, but he had been able to prevent some lowlife from abusing her. 
Best birthday ever. 
It had been a long time since he’d experienced something that made him feel just good; not merely about himself, but life in general. It didn’t have to suck, despite all the evidence he’d had to the contrary. Of course, he would never lay eyes on her again, but that was fine. Better probably, because that way he could always remember her in the context of what had happened just now.
Pathetic?
Maybe. But sometimes ignorance could be bliss. Quite possibly this time it was. 
Rick looked around the apartment. One of these days, when he had the motivation, he might actually decide to buy a place of his own. Just for himself. 
Or maybe not. Renting was less secure than owning, but then again, what actually was ‘secure’ in today’s world? What had ever been secure at any time in history? Today things were different only because technology had spread the awareness of existential insecurity wider than ever. Plus there were ever more people whose lives were severely impacted by what the insufficiently evolved human species was doing to spaceship Earth.
Why actually bother owning anything that could be taken away without even a moment’s notice, and there was fuck-all one could do about it? The fewer things one was attached to, the less pain their loss was going to cause.
Renting provided a weird kind of freedom. No giant ‘property' millstones around one’s neck. As long as one had the money to pay for a reasonably comfortable dwelling in a reasonably safe area. If that went to the dogs… Well, one could just pack up one's meager possessions and do…whatever. 
One day…
Maybe.
But right now…
Rick decided he wanted a shower, if only to wash the stink of The Hook Nook off him. 
After that… 
Maybe he should draw her before the memory faded. Details would get lost during sleep. Even more by time and just life, as all memories did in a kind of psychic decoherence as one interacted with the world.
Now was the best time to take out his pencils and current visual diary and immortalize what was still vivid in front of his mind.
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