
  
    
      
    
  


		
Synopsis

			After a highly stressful event and under pressure from her boss, Shae McPherson reluctantly reports for her first therapy session with Doctor Adrian Ramsey. Shae is surprised to find that Dr. Ramsey isn’t a man as she’d expected, but a soft-spoken, strikingly lovely woman.

			 

			Adrian Ramsey finds her new patient both obnoxious and antagonistic. She also finds her surprisingly appealing in a way she hadn’t felt in years.

			 

			Despite all attempts to keep their relationship strictly professional, the two women find themselves falling for each other. Until dark family secrets emerge and threaten to erode the happiness just within their reach.
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Chapter One

			Flicking down her visor, Shae McPherson assessed her appearance. She needed a haircut, and her new base didn’t manage to hide the dark circles under her eyes. She winced and dug around her bag in search of something to remedy the situation. Unfortunately, her bag didn’t contain a good night’s rest, so she turned to the lip gloss, applying a thin layer. Pressing her lips together to distribute the gloss evenly, she rolled her eyes.

			“Dr. Ramsey is probably bald and fat. What do I care?”

			Stepping out of her car, she let out a sigh as she made her way to the heavy front door.

			“Who in South Africa still has a knocker on their front door?” Shae mumbled under her breath.

			Lifting the offending knocker, she shook her head as she banged it against the dark wood.

			A stocky old woman with a smile as broad as her hips opened the door. She peered over her spectacles and held out a puffy hand.

			“Good morning, Mrs. McPherson. Please come in.”

			Shae couldn’t help but smile at the friendly receptionist.

			“Morning. It’s Miss.”

			“What’s that, dear?”

			“I am Miss McPherson. Not married,” Shae said and displayed her naked ring finger as if she needed to prove it.

			The receptionist made a disapproving noise and shuffled down a passage, beckoning Shae to follow her. The old house sported the most beautiful wooden floors and high chandeliered ceilings, and it could easily pass for a museum instead of a consulting room in Johannesburg. The smell of what could only be freshly baked scones permeated the air and made Shae’s stomach growl.

			At the end of the passage, the door to a spacious room stood ajar.

			“Dr. Ramsey, Miss McPherson just arrived,” the old lady announced.

			The emphasis on her title didn’t escape Shae and she felt silly for having corrected the sweet old lady. There was some shuffling inside the room before a tall woman stood in the doorway. Her black hair was in a tight bun, accentuating her high cheekbones. She had piercing blue eyes and a sensual mouth resembling that of Cate Blanchett. Dr. Ramsey was a lucky man to have this beautiful creature on his couch, Shae thought to herself.

			“Miss McPherson. Welcome. Please have a seat. Ella, could you please bring us a pot of tea and some of those fresh scones that have my mouth watering.”

			Wait. What? This tall beauty was the therapist? Shae battled to hide her surprise.

			“Yes, I am Dr. Ramsey. Don’t worry. I often get that look. The fact that my mother insisted on naming me Adrian keeps my life interesting at the best of times.”

			Clearing her throat, Shae shook the outstretched hand of the goddess that she now assumed would start prodding and poking around her psyche soon. Suddenly, therapy didn’t seem like the worst idea ever. She stepped into the room and performed a quick scan. Wall-to-wall mahogany shelves were crammed full of books and a plush maroon rug covered most of the floor. In the middle of the room, a small coffee table stood surrounded by two leather recliners and a matching two-seater. The walls were decorated with abstracts in warm earthy colours. A Zen garden dominated the one side of the room, and a beautiful fireplace the other.

			“This is not quite what I expected,” Shae said as she nervously clasped her hands in front of her stomach.

			“What did you expect, Miss McPherson?”

			“Can you please call me Shae? I am Miss McPherson at school all day,” Shae said as she shifted around on the stiff recliner.

			Ella entered the room carrying a tray with a pot of tea and the most beautiful scones Shae had ever seen. Taking the tray from her, Dr. Ramsey instructed her to close the door behind her. Let the prodding begin, Shae thought.

			“Help yourself to these scones, Shae. I guarantee it will be the best part of your day. So, what did you expect?”

			“Not this.”

			Adrian poured two cups of tea and slid one across the table before she meticulously buttered a scone like a skilled mason would smooth cement over a brick. She then layered it with strawberry jam and sunk her perfect teeth into it hungrily. Closing her eyes, Adrian made a satisfactory noise in the back of her throat while Shae sipped on her tea and stared at her own untouched scone.

			“Go for it. You’ll be a changed woman,” Adrian said and dusted crumbs from her chest.

			“I just had breakfast,” Shae lied.

			Adrian slipped into doctor mode as she opened a folder and started scribbling in it. Shae sighed and placed her cup on the coffee table before she wrapped her arms across her chest protectively. The room was quiet for a few moments before Adrian suddenly looked up, crossed her legs, and shifted in her seat.

			“So, Shae. You say that this is all unexpected?”

			Time to measure my words carefully, Shae thought.

			“I don’t think I had any expectations, actually.”

			“We always have expectations, Shae. Even when we don’t realise it. Most people expect to crash on my couch.”

			Shae pointed to the two-seater and shook her head.

			“That is not comfortable enough to crash on. Now that you mention it, if I had any expectations, it would have been to sit comfortably,” Shae said as she squeezed the stiff armrests.

			Adrian chuckled softly.

			“I find that people don’t really challenge themselves when they are too comfortable. Also, these are new. I renovated a short while ago.”

			Shae nodded slowly, picked up her cup of tea, and sipped carefully.

			“That’s not why I’m here, though. I don’t need to challenge myself.”

			Adrian started to chew on the back of her pen and momentarily stared out the window at the vast gardens outside. From what Shae could see, the scene outside was just about as pretty as they get in the City of Gold. In the absence of picturesque mountain ranges or the unmatched beauty of the ocean, Gauteng residents with an appreciation for all things beautiful tended to grow luscious gardens. Shae deduced that Doctor Adrian Ramsey had to be one of those residents, making the best of what Johannesburg, the commercial hub that it was, had to offer.

			“Why are you here, Shae?”

			“My boss didn’t tell you?” Shae asked.

			Adrian refocused her attention on Shae.

			“Mr. Foster is not my patient. The instruction was to assess whether you needed professional support. He mentioned that there had been an incident at school that might have left you traumatised. I’m afraid that’s the extent of my knowledge.”

			Shae crossed her legs and shifted deeper into the recliner. She pictured Mr. Foster trying to articulate while staring at Dr. Ramsey’s assets. It was no secret that beautiful women made him uncomfortable. Shae’s good friend, Fiona, took great pleasure in making their principal blush whenever she had the opportunity—usually in front of the students’ parents.

			“I am here to humour Mr. Foster. The incident that he referred to happened almost a year ago, and I am completely fine. I guess I need you to set his mind at ease,” Shae said and drained her cup.

			Adrian nodded a few times and scribbled in the file.

			“Seems the topic of the day is expectations. You expect me to set his mind at ease. He expects me to assess your mental health.”

			Shae’s arms were crossed over her chest again.

			“What do you expect, Doctor?”

			Adrian smiled brightly and dropped her pen in the folder on her lap.

			“I thought you’d never ask. It’s actually very simple, Shae. I don’t expect you to bare your soul to me, but I do expect you to give this a shot,” Adrian said.

			Nodding slowly, Shae started chipping nail polish off her thumb, tapping her foot against the leg of the coffee table. She inwardly cursed herself for committing to this nonsense, but Mr. Foster had made it quite clear that she had run out of options. She still felt that these drastic measures were unnecessary. Mr. Foster had a way of overdramatising everything and she certainly did not agree with him about her performance at work. Was she traumatised? At first, she definitely had been, but by no means was she neglecting her students. Mr. Foster was being neurotic.

			“Look at it like a first date,” Adrian said.

			Shae cocked her brow at that.

			“You can start by telling me a little bit about yourself,” Adrian continued.

			Shae rested her elbow on the armrest and her chin on her closed fist.

			“You probably wouldn’t have said that if Mr. Foster had given you the heads-up. I’m a lesbian,” Shae said defiantly.

			Shae studied the doctor’s face intently, but she didn’t register anything. Dr. Ramsey didn’t seem affected in the least. She closed the folder on her lap and dumped it on the coffee table as if she’d lost all interest in recording any facts about Shae McPherson.

			“I don’t happen to think that one’s sexual preference defines you. Either way, you should still treat this like a first date. Just talk about yourself, and after our time together you can decide whether you’d like to see me again.”

			Shae uncrossed her legs and wiped her palms on her thighs. Why she was suddenly anxious, she had no clue. She stared at Dr. Ramsey, but her words simply refused to form sentences. Adrian smiled at her and started rolling her ring around her finger.

			“What’s it like teaching at Willowmore?”

			“It’s very rewarding. Do you know much about Willowmore?” Shae asked, feeling a little more relaxed.

			“I don’t, actually.”

			Shae pictured the smiling faces of her students. Over the years, she had formed profound relationships with each of them. She had been privileged enough to see some of her students grow from awkward children into remarkable teenagers. Forming deep connections with her students was a natural result of spending the majority of her waking hours with them.

			“It’s the best public school in the province,” Shae said.

			Adrian nodded slowly but didn’t say a word. It was in these silent moments that Shae felt like she was under a microscope and assumed that Dr. Ramsey was dissecting every word she uttered, which made her shift around uncomfortably.

			“I suppose every mother thinks her kid is the brightest. I mean, I don’t have statistics to back up what I just said.”

			Adrian studied her carefully and sighed when Shae visibly started squirming.

			“Look, Shae. I know that this is uncomfortable. Nobody sits in that chair completely at ease. There’s a reason people avoid seeing therapists.”

			Standing up, Adrian crossed the room, opened a window, and watered a succulent that was the centrepiece of the windowsill. By the time she took up her seat again, Shae was somewhat more relaxed.

			“I don’t mentally record every word you say, Shae. Not everything has hidden meaning, so please relax. I can assure you my purpose is not to expose you to anyone.”

			Shae stared at her for a long time before she picked up her untouched scone. She broke bite-sized pieces off and almost groaned as her taste buds exploded. Dr. Ramsey was paying close attention. She might not weigh every word, but Shae was not ignorant. She knew that any good therapist must have perfected the art of observation. If she was going to retain any semblance of control, it was crucial that Adrian realised that Shae was no amateur when it came to the science of human behaviour.

			“You’re thinking that I’m very controlled because I didn’t groan in satisfaction. Do you have your receptionist bake these as part of your assessments?” Shae asked.

			Dr. Ramsey chuckled at that.

			“I wish I could be that calculated. Ella bakes because she doesn’t like having idle time. It’s a perk. She gets therapy for free!”

			Damn. That chuckle seemed so sincere. Shae felt a little silly for trying to challenge Adrian. From what she could tell, Adrian was kind, and she probably didn’t deserve her antagonism. She sighed quietly before she started talking.

			“I don’t love my job despite what happened, I love it because of what happened. It just reaffirmed the importance of the role that educators play in the lives of troubled teens. It’s why I was drawn to this profession.”

			Adrian still wore a poker face. Shae understood perfectly; having studied some psychology, Shae knew the importance of maintaining the delicate balance between seeming detached and engrossed. She often used the same technique on her students to lure them into speaking more freely.

			“It takes a village, as they say,” Adrian said, nodding. “What do you do for fun?” she asked.

			She clearly didn’t want Shae to dwell or take a step backward, hence the change in direction of the conversation. Shae felt somewhat comforted by the knowledge that this Dr. Ramsey was no fool. She obviously already realised that it was too soon for them to rip off the Band-Aid. Shae smiled and cocked a brow.

			“Nice diversion, Doctor.”

			Adrian mimicked a bow as far as was possible in a seated position.

			“It depends on my mood, really. Sometimes I build architectural models in the quiet of my den. Sometimes I play beer pong with a bunch of unruly friends,” Shae said.

			Shae pointed to the folder as she leaned forward in her seat.

			“Come on, Dr. Ramsey. We both know you are dying to scribble a few notes in that folder.”

			Adrian wiped some lipstick residue off the rim of her cup and captured some strawberry-speckled crumbs on the tip of her index finger. She stuck her finger in her mouth and sucked lightly, an innocent action that had Shae slightly aroused. She blushed inwardly—she hoped.

			“What do you reckon I would want to note, Shae?”

			Shae perceived it as a challenge. She sat back in the recliner and crossed her legs. Linking her fingers, she cupped her joined hands around her right knee.

			“Patient displays signs of manic behaviour. Possibly trained in psychology to some extent. Defiant behaviour at times—investigate occurrence of Oppositional Defiant Disorder as a child.”

			This time Dr. Ramsey made a show of being impressed. She pursed her lips, raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows, and nodded slowly.

			“Noted, Doctor McPherson.” Adrian smiled, making air quotes around the title.

			It was now Shae’s turn to mimic a bow, which she performed with gusto and a big smile. Therapy, it seemed, was going to be much more interesting than Shae had expected.






Chapter Two

			“Mom, can you please ask Avril to stop staring at my steak with that look on her face?”

			“What look, dear?” Mrs. Ramsey asked absentmindedly.

			She was concentrating on carrying two bowls and a glass of wine to the table. It was family night at the Ramseys’ and that meant chaos. Adrian’s sister Avril had two rowdy boys with the rare gift of moving every single obstacle out of its place within the first five minutes of entering any given space.

			“Like my steak had slit the throat of baby goats,” Adrian said and playfully shoved Avril away from her.

			Avril leaned on one elbow and poked the other one in her sister’s side.

			“Do you realise that somebody fed that poor animal for the sole purpose of ending up on your plate?” Avril asked with wide eyes.

			Norman Ramsey entered the dining room and kissed his wife on the cheek before relieving her of the two bowls.

			“Elbows off the table, Avril,” he said and shook his head.

			Adrian smiled triumphantly at Avril, hoping that she was invoking flashbacks from their childhood. Norman didn’t admit to it readily, but Adrian had always been his favourite and Avril had hardly ever walked away the victor when they were at each other’s throats.

			“God, if I was a serial killer, I could have axed the whole lot of you!”

			Plunking herself down next to Adrian, Easton started picking beans off her plate. At twenty-one, Easton was the youngest of the three Ramsey daughters. The three of them couldn’t have been any more different from each other and family night was never uneventful with the colourful cast of characters.

			“Were,” Adrian said.

			Both of her sisters looked at her, frowning.

			“You’re not a serial killer, so, grammatically you should say that if you were a serial killer, you could have axed us all. And get your dirty hands off my food,” Adrian said and pretended to stab her sister with her fork.

			Avril and Easton shared a look, shaking their heads.

			“Tell us, Dr. Ramsey, what does it say about our baby sister’s mental state if she pictures axing her entire family?” Avril asked and shoved the pepper shaker in front of Adrian’s mouth as if it was a microphone.

			Ally Ramsey grabbed the pepper shaker and finally took a seat next to her husband.

			“It means she might just be as deranged as you,” Adrian said and made a show of biting into her juicy steak.

			Avril’s two boys, Jayden and Jonah, were chasing each other around the table, all the while giggling. After watching them for a while, Avril sighed audibly and dropped her chin to her chest. The boys were completely unaware of their mother’s frustration.

			“Would it make me a terrible mother if I sprinkled their peas around outside? It’s guaranteed to keep them entertained for a while,” Avril said.

			Easton loaded her plate with the fruits of Ally’s labour. It was quite a spread, and being that Easton was a cash-strapped student who lived off canned food, Adrian supposed that it was even more of a feast to her.

			“I say go for it,” Easton said.

			Shaking his head, Norman handed Avril two small plates so she could dish up for his grandsons. After Avril’s divorce four years ago, Norman had stepped up to the plate and served as a father figure to the two boys. Their own father had run off one morning, never to be seen or heard from again. Despite happily raising three girls that he absolutely adored, Norman had always wanted a son. Needless to say, he had been overjoyed when Avril had gifted him with two grandsons. Unfortunately, he was a total pushover and the boys had him wrapped around their little fingers.

			An hour later, the boys had been bathed, the kitchen tidied, and the conversations exhausted. Avril shared a rare quiet moment on the couch with Jayden and Jonah. They snuggled up against their mother, flanking her on each side, as she read them a story. Adrian kissed her cheek as she passed her on her way to the porch where she joined her parents for a nightcap.

			Norman had his arm wrapped around his wife and she was very close to drifting off, resting her head on his shoulder. Offering Adrian some warmth, he lifted his other arm the second he spotted her in the doorway. She wasted no time and snuck in under his arm, linking her fingers with those of her mother resting on his belly.

			“Now this is what I call being blessed,” Norman said as he pulled them both closer.

			Ally let out a contented sigh and Adrian smiled in the semidarkness.

			“It’s so good to have you back, my girl.”

			“I was never gone, Daddy.”

			A moment of silence passed between the three of them and all that could be heard was the crickets and the bullfrogs serenading under the stars.

			“It sure felt like it for us, honey. That man isolated you from everyone you held dear,” Ally said, echoing what Adrian assumed were her father’s thoughts.

			Adrian couldn’t argue the facts.

			Frederick was everything her family made him out to be—and worse. The divorce had been everything but amicable, but it was in the final stages and Adrian could breathe a little easier. She was not ignorant. She realised that it would take long months, possibly years, to work through the trauma of being married to a narcissistic control freak. Gradually, Adrian had worked up the courage to set the divorce in motion, and knowing that she had had the strength to do that, she had no doubt that she would find a way to pick up the pieces of her life once this chapter was closed.

			“I know, Mom. I’m just glad it’s almost over.”

			“You’ve reached an agreement?” Norman asked quietly.

			“You could say that.”

			Norman knew better than to try and pull information from his daughter. He simply nodded and waited for her to offer more.

			“He figured that I would want to clean him out. He had his attorneys draw up an agreement that leaves me with the bare minimum.”

			Still Norman didn’t rush her.

			“You should have seen his face when I signed on the dotted line without hesitation.”

			Norman chuckled at this. He squeezed his daughter’s arm and Adrian felt assured that he understood the gravity of the situation despite his laughter.

			“It was the most gratifying moment of my entire marriage.”

			Ally let out a noisy yawn and leaned across her husband to peck Adrian on the cheek.

			“I’m not one to swear, but good fucking riddance,” she whispered.

			She stood up and disappeared inside the house. Having watched her mother for years, Adrian had come to the conclusion that Ally loved the daily routine of her life, taking care of her family. It was time for her nightly errands, which consisted of tucking the boys in while Avril had some time to herself, making sure that Easton went to bed instead of crashing on the couch, and drawing her husband a bath.

			Adrian sighed audibly as she felt the alcohol untangling the tense muscles in her shoulders.

			“Tough day at work?” Norman asked.

			He shifted so that he could look Adrian in the eye.

			“You could say that.” Norman nodded quietly and rubbed her shoulder. “I started seeing a new patient today, a feisty teacher,” she said.

			Running his hand through his greying hair, Norman stared off into the darkness. He sipped on his sherry and Adrian ruminated on the rock he was for her. Shifting closer, Adrian rested her hand on his thigh.

			“This teacher is in good hands,” Norman said.

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Daddy. If only it was mirrored by my patient.”

			Norman stood up and leaned against the porch railing, facing Adrian with his arms crossed over his chest. Adrian had such love for this man who had been ready to carry her through fire since he’d first held her in his arms thirty-seven years ago.

			“Your patient will come around.”

			“This one is pretty guarded, Daddy.”

			Norman nodded and sighed quietly.

			“Aren’t they all when you first meet them?” he asked.

			Crossing her legs, Adrian bit on her lower lip and she pictured Shae insulting her furniture and stubbornly refusing to express her enjoyment of what were only the best scones in the Southern Hemisphere.

			“Yes, they mostly are.”

			They weren’t all defiant, though.

			“Things will shift when your patient realises how helpful you can be,” Norman said.

			Adrian remembered the look on Shae’s face when she had confidently stated that she didn’t really need the help of anyone—she was simply humouring her overzealous boss.

			Norman was now leaning his arms on the porch railing, no longer facing her. Adrian joined him staring across the yard at the garden that had gone from an oasis in the light of day to something ominous, shrouded by the cloak of darkness that nightfall had draped across the expanse.

			“No, I think it will be quite a while before we even reach that point. She needs to trust me first.”

			“Will you be okay, Adrian? You know you’ve gone through so much lately. It’s perfectly acceptable to take a break if you need it.”

			Adrian wrapped her arm around her father’s back and kissed his temple.

			“Daddy, you would be a terrible therapist with that big old heart of yours. I’ll be fine. You know what? She’ll be fine too. I’m that good,” Adrian said, winking.






Chapter Three

			“So, did he finally ask you out?” Shae asked the blushing young girl sitting across from her.

			She figured the timing was perfect since the attention of all the other boys and girls were focused on the Pitchnut board. They were all huddled in the centre of the room, some clutching their knees against their chests, others with legs crossed and eyes covered, no longer able to handle the tension of the final stages of the game.

			Shae had initiated the Friday afternoon get-togethers for her students. She had wanted to create an escape for the unfortunate minority of students who didn’t excel at sports or perform well academically. The turnout on that first Friday two years ago had been disappointing, but Shae had been committed to the cause, and gradually more and more students had started to show up. Over time, Shae had bought them a few board games, a dartboard, and even a secondhand pool table.

			“Yes, he did. We’re going to the movies next weekend.”

			“That’s wonderful, Trish! I am so happy for you. Just don’t let your grades drop, because you’ll force me to rip out his heart through his belly button.”

			Giggling quietly, Patricia shrugged.

			“No, Miss McPherson. That will never happen,” the spotty teenager promised wholeheartedly.

			Shae squeezed her shoulder as she joined the crowd around the Pitchnut board for the final showdown. They all cheered as the resident Pitchnut champion, Archie, sunk his final piece and claimed his prize—a shopping voucher that Shae had purchased as award for their monthly competition.

			Two hours later, the last few people sauntered out of the room and Shae waved until they had disappeared around the corner. Looking around the room, she felt a sense of pride at how her students took responsibility for keeping their den organised. What they called the Zen Den was actually a Wendy hut that Shae had found at an auction. She had encouraged the kids to paint it as a crafts project and the result was a den fit for a hippy, covered in bright flowers.

			She headed to the back of the den to fetch her car keys and as she turned around, her best friend, Fiona, stood in the doorway. Fiona’s black hoodie was pulled over her hair and her whitewashed jeans clung to her legs. The blood drained from Shae’s face as she clutched her heart and started shivering uncontrollably. Seeming to realise her mistake, Fiona slipped her hoodie off her head and held her hands up in the air, palms facing her friend.

			“Jesus, Shae! I am so sorry. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking. Are you okay?”

			Leaning against the wall, Shae slipped to the floor as her legs gave out. She closed her eyes and concentrated on gaining control of her breathing again. She fought down the nausea and flexed her fingers as the panic attack gripped her a little tighter. Fiona approached her carefully, talking to her softly.

			“It’s just me, buddy. Thoughtless old me. I’m just going to sit down next to you, okay?”

			She settled in next to Shae and reached out to her slowly.

			“Just take deep breaths. In through your nose and out through your mouth.”

			Shae followed her instructions like an obedient child, and the relief was almost instantaneous as the oxygen finally reached her lungs. After a while, she could feel the needles and pins settling in her hands and her stomach stopped doing flip-flops. Wiping the tears from her cheeks with the back of her hands, she banged her head against the wall softly, feeling frustrated with herself.

			“Hey, hey! Please, stop that, Shae.”

			Shae rolled her head from side to side as she felt the tension making itself at home in her shoulders.

			“I’m sorry. I should have taken this stupid hoodie off before I came in. I forgot that I move like a cat sometimes,” Fiona explained as she gripped Shae’s hands.

			Swearing under her breath, Fiona wrapped her arm around her friend’s shoulders and pulled her closer. Completely out of character, Shae leaned her head against Fiona’s shoulder and shamelessly accepted the comfort.

			“I have to snap out of this quickly, Fiona. I have an appointment.”

			“There is no way I’m letting you drive like this,” Fiona argued.

			Shae pulled her fingers through her clammy hair and let out a sigh.

			“It’s not my first panic attack. I will be fine. Just help me up if you don’t mind.”

			Fiona helped Shae to her car and promised to check in with her later. She apologised profusely again and offered to drive her across town to her appointment, but Shae declined. She assured her friend that the drive would serve her well and allow her to clear her mind and calm her nerves. By the time Shae parked her car, she was relatively calm, but the attack had left her drained. Seeing the concern on Ella’s face as she reported to reception, she slipped into the bathroom to splash her face with cold water minutes before Dr. Ramsey called out her name.

			“Shae, please have a seat. How are you today?”

			“Just fine and dandy, Doctor,” Shae replied sarcastically and regretted it immediately.

			She realised that by acting this aggressively, she was probably achieving the opposite of proving she didn’t need professional help. She was simply too exhausted to get her guard up where it was supposed to be. Normally, she would take a nap after an attack, and she was irritated with Dr. Ramsey for standing in her way.

			“I’m glad to see that you’re agreeing to a second date,” Adrian said. “You’ll notice that I’m not subjecting you to the scones test today. I do have a pot of tea, though. Can I get you some?”

			Shae’s tongue was plastered against her palate, but the nausea hadn’t completely passed and tea seemed like a tall order.

			“Could I trouble you for a glass of water instead?” she asked.

			“It would be no trouble at all,” Dr. Ramsey said.

			She left her office and minutes later appeared with a glass of cold water with a slice of lemon in it. Shae nodded her thanks before she drained the glass and placed it on the coffee table. She touched her cool hands to the back of her neck for a few seconds before leaning into the recliner.

			“Thank you. Can I order a steak and vegetables for lunch?” Shae asked.

			Noticing Adrian’s confused frown, Shae pointed to the lemon.

			“You serve freshly baked scones and you just happen to have fresh lemon to slip into a simple glass of water. I’m just wondering what you serve for lunch.”

			Another bout of nausea nearly overcame Shae, and she realised that she had drunk that water too fast. Leaning back against the cool leather of the recliner, she closed her eyes. Feeling pebbles of sweat breaking out across her forehead, she clenched her hands together tightly in her lap. When she opened her eyes a few minutes later, Dr. Ramsey was staring at her worriedly.

			“Shae, you might not believe me, but Mr. Foster has no sinister intentions with you at the end of this. I personally don’t believe that your job is on the line.”

			Shae sighed softly but didn’t say a word.

			“Are you in dire need of professional help? Will your life fall apart if I don’t save you from yourself? Probably not. You have to be here, though, because you agreed to it. You might as well benefit from it. I can assure you that there are most certainly things that I can help you with.”

			Shae rubbed her hands across her face as her heart rate picked up.

			“If only you can allo—”

			“I had a panic attack,” Shae interrupted.

			Adrian allowed a few beats of silence before she continued.

			“The fact that you look utterly exhausted makes sense now,” Adrian said. “Do you need some more water?”

			Shaking her head, Shae cleared her throat and wiped at her brow.

			“No, thank you. It normally takes a while for me to recover. A good night’s sleep might do the trick.”

			Adrian studied Shae closely and Shae envisioned her consulting a tattered textbook, flipping to the chapter on panic attacks and offensive patients to refresh her memory. Adrian stood and poured herself some tea before she reclaimed her seat across from Shae.

			“You’re a strong woman for still making it here. Most of my patients are left immobile by panic attacks,” Adrian said, reassuring Shae that she was not alone in her suffering.

			“I know the drill by now. Control your breathing. Flex your fingers. Realise that it will pass,” Shae explained.

			Probably sensing that Shae was slowly cracking the door so a tiny sliver of light played around her feet, Adrian capitalised.

			“Would you say that it happens often?”

			Shrugging, Shae started to twirl a strand of hair around her index finger. Her hair, normally ash blond, was darker and stringy, the one physical sign of the aftermath of an attack that she hated almost more than the attack itself.

			“Define often,” Shae mumbled.

			“Once a day? Once a week? Once a month?” Adrian suggested.

			Shae’s hazel eyes widened.

			“God, no. I guess it doesn’t happen too often. The attacks are triggered by certain events, which makes it harder to control.”

			“If you’re able to identify what sets it off, you can probably try and avoid it most of the time,” Adrian offered.

			Shae nodded in agreement. A long silence followed before she took a leap.

			* * *

			“My attacker wore a black hoodie and skin-tight jeans. Being around teenagers for the majority of my waking hours complicates avoiding that image,” Shae said.

			Adrian waited patiently, accustomed to maintaining the delicate balance between being supportive and being intrusive. In her line of work, she had come to understand that the extent of achievement was a relative concept. For certain patients, simply getting out of bed was sometimes a brave accomplishment. Every step forward was a step in the direction of healing, however small it might be. It was key to acknowledge every little victory.

			“Just by being able to identify your triggers, you take so much power out of the attack. You know that already, don’t you?” Adrian said.

			“Yes, Doctor. If you live with a beast, you get to know it quite well.”

			Adrian was struck by an image of her soon-to-be ex-husband gripping her wrists.

			“Don’t I know it.”

			She chastised herself the moment the words left her mouth. Judging by the fact that Shae was no longer staring at her feet but actually making meaningful eye contact for the first time, her interest had been piqued.

			Adrian warred with the therapist in her. It was an unspoken rule—don’t connect with a patient on a personal level. What complicated the matter was the look of utter desperation on Shae’s face. In that moment, Adrian was certain that Shae would retreat if she didn’t validate her suspicions. She folded.

			“What? You think therapists have perfectly happy lives behind their picket fences?”

			Needing to escape Shae’s intense stare, Adrian made an unnecessary adjustment to her tea. Taking her time to stir in two spoons of sugar, she could feel an unexpected blush slowly creep up her neck and spill onto her cheeks. She pretended not to see Shae’s amused grin when she stood up to open some windows.

			“It’s a little stuffy in here,” Adrian explained.

			Always defiant, Shae tipped her head to the side.

			“Is it really?”

			It was time for Adrian to get back on track. She reclaimed her seat and sipped on her tea, making careful eye contact across her cup.

			“Tell me about your sleeping patterns.”

			By the smirk on Shae’s face, Adrian could tell that she enjoyed witnessing the composed Dr. Ramsey off-balance for a moment.

			“Well, that generally depends on the woman I’m with. I don’t really have a pattern. You could say that I’m well-balanced, equally comfortable in the giving and receiving department.”

			The lapse in Adrian’s composure was fleeting, and Dr. Ramsey was back to wearing her poker face.

			“Sending them home before midnight allows the sheets to air and prevents me from having to fight for the right side of the bed,” Shae continued.

			Unmoved by Shae’s inappropriate elaborations, Adrian drained her cup and wiped her palm across her lips in an effort to clear them of any sticky residue. She dragged an imaginary line across her brow with the back of her pen before she started rolling it between her thumb and index finger.

			“Do you sleep fitfully once you’ve sent them home?”

			“It depends on how good the sex was. Obviously, the ideal is to be utterly exhausted,” Shae replied with a glint in her eye and a cocky smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

			“So, if you’re not physically depleted, you sleep fitfully,” Adrian said.

			“Which happens quite often, since I have boatloads of stamina,” Shae said, unwittingly stepping into the trap.

			If there was something that Adrian was certain of, it was the fact that a patient’s stubborn pride almost always served as a tool. Shae didn’t disappoint. She scribbled notes in the file.

			Irregular sleep patterns.

			Panic attacks.

			“Do you want to tell me about the attack?” Adrian risked steering the consultation into serious territory.

			She purposefully didn’t look up from her notes, allowing Shae some time to consider what she felt safe to divulge. After a few minutes of silence, she looked up to find Shae studying her closely. She was caught off-guard since she expected Shae to be peering out the window or down at her feet. Adrian couldn’t quite identify the emotion in Shae’s eyes, but she was moved by it.

			“Where would you like me to start, Dr. Ramsey? Should I start by telling you how he locked me in my storeroom at school and tortured me for four hours?”

			Adrian refused to blink. She was witnessing a breakthrough, and very little in life excited her more.

			“Or do you prefer the part where I had to bargain with him not to rape me?”

			Closing the folder, Adrian shifted her elbow to the armrest and rested her chin on her thumb, all the while maintaining eye contact. Shae seemed to be getting angrier by the second.

			“Do you want to know what it was like staring into his cold, blue eyes when he finally slumped to the floor, leaving his brains behind against the wall?”

			Adrian’s heart started to hammer in her chest as Shae leaned even closer, her eyes wild and her fists clenched on her knees. She tried to control her breathing, knowing that she could not afford to show her patient that she was terrified in the moment.

			“Should I admit that a part of me was relieved when he let out his last gurgled breath? I realised that I was possibly dying, bleeding out in that room, and what could potentially have been my last fucking thought was a hateful one. I was glad that he was dead.”

			Adrian relaxed slightly as Shae covered her eyes with her hands and sank back into the recliner.

			“In what could have been my final moments, I didn’t care that he had only been eighteen years old.”

			Shae cried softly behind her hands.

			“I was glad that it was over.”

			Adrian let her cry for a few minutes before she tentatively placed a hand on her knee. She just left it there for a few seconds. When Shae finally looked out from behind her shaking hands, Adrian patted her lightly, smiled encouragingly, and left the room. She returned with a glass of water and a box of tissues.

			“Do all your second dates end in tears like this?” Shae asked as she accepted the water.

			Laughing, Adrian placed the box of tissues in the centre of the coffee table.

			“It’s been a while for me, but I do recall a few disastrous second dates,” she admitted.

			Sipping on the water, Shae plucked a tissue from the box and dabbed at the smudges of makeup under her eyes.

			“Well, it hasn’t been too long for me, but I generally look a little more attractive on my second dates. No sweaty palms, tangled hair, or puffy eyes,” Shae said.

			She let out a long sigh and rested the glass on her thigh.

			“Now that I think about it, the better second dates normally end with sweaty palms and tangled hair,” she said.

			Adrian simply smiled.

			“Yes, Dr. Ramsey, it’s my favourite diversion technique. Humour, not sex. At least, not all the time,” Shae said and winked.

			Frustrated by her newfound tendency to blush like a teenager, Adrian decided to set some boundaries. Despite the obvious breakthrough, Shae had a lot of work to do in these sessions and Adrian needed her to commit to the process and take it seriously.

			“Shae, you did really well today, and I think you can do even better. It’s offensive when you don’t take this process seriously. Do you realise that I devote my time to you?”

			Shae grinned at her before sipping on her water again.

			“You’re so busy trying to get under my skin by making inappropriate comments about your sex life that you don’t even realise that this can be beneficial to you. I’m committed to this, but if you decide to come back here for another session, I expect you to be here for the right reasons.”

			Shae drained the glass of water and chewed on the slice of lemon, wincing.

			“Dr. Ramsey, the real question here is why. Why do I get under your skin?”

			Adrian just gaped at Shae as she made her way to the door.






Chapter Four

			Shae scanned the crowd of people around her.

			Plunge had started out as a small coffee shop a year ago, but quickly shaped into a hideout for many local people, so the owner identified an opportunity to extend its trading hours and acquired a liquor license. Currently, Plunge was a coffee joint-slash-pub-slash-lounge with an eclectic mix of patrons.

			A definite side effect of being stoical was the fact that people tended to underestimate the intensity of Shae’s suffering. For some time after the attack, Shae had been terrified to go out in public. She had been on the edge of becoming a recluse, hiding away inside the four familiar walls of her house. Going to work was not optional, but as soon as the last bell would sound, she would rush home and lock herself in.

			Shae’s mother, Audrey, had always been distant and it was no different after the incident. She had stayed with Shae for a week after she was discharged from hospital. Taking care of all the practicalities, she cooked meals that were left untouched, ironed clothes that Shae had no intention of wearing, and tended to Shae’s animals. Audrey’s modus operandi had always been to run away from any situation she didn’t have the courage to face. She had clearly figured that reliving the horror of the incident by talking about it would only serve to trap Shae in the past. She encouraged Shae to move forward as quickly as possible.

			Not a word was spoken about the incident, and Audrey had left Shae to her own devices as soon as she saw an opportunity. Conditioned by a fierce single mother to be strong at all times, Shae had returned to work within three weeks after her discharge. In her absence, Fiona had repainted her classroom and reshuffled the desks. The tiles and the ceiling had also been replaced in the storeroom. By the time Shae had walked into the classroom, it looked vastly different from the gruesome crime scene that she had been carried from weeks earlier.

			Despite this fact, Shae’s heart had been gripped by a cold fist of fear when she had entered the room upon her return. Had Fiona not been beside her that first morning, Shae probably would have fainted. It had taken every ounce of courage Shae had possessed to keep returning to that room every day, but she had refused to be a victim. It had taken months for Shae to feel relatively safe at work, and she still avoided being alone in that room.

			Plunge had been her first attempt at socialising after the attack. Initially, the crowd had been quite young and Shae had suffered many panic attacks brought on by innocent teenagers dressed in the same style as that of her attacker. Determined not to become housebound, Shae had embarked on a journey of discovery. She had done extensive reading and research on the matter of post-traumatic stress disorder. She had always believed that in order to slay your dragon, you had to know your dragon. She read every book she could find on the subject, performed every exercise, and considered every form of treatment—except for psychological analysis.

			Plunge was her way of assessing her progress.

			Sitting at her favourite corner booth right now, she felt proud. The panic attack she had suffered the week before had been the exception. Fiona should have known better than to sneak up on her while she was dressed like that.

			“Hey, Shae.”

			Fiona’s cheeks were rosy. Part of her weekly Sunday ritual entailed meeting Shae for coffee right after her jogging session.

			“Hi, crazy person. Do you know what else gets your cheeks all rosy and is much more fun?”

			Fiona slid into the booth across from Shae and pulled her fingers through clammy hair.

			“Tennis?” Fiona asked.

			“Not really what I had in mind, but in your case it would probably involve hairy balls. How was your run?”

			Within minutes, their regular waiter delivered two steamy cappuccinos, two chicken mayo pancakes, and two slices of French toast. Wordlessly, Shae swopped one slice of toast for one of Fiona’s pancakes, a testament to their comfortably familiar relationship.

			“Tell me, Fi, what’s it like, straight sex? All that friction and no climax?”

			Fiona flipped Shae the bird before digging into her breakfast. She gave Shae an update on the adventure that was Fiona’s life. Teacher by day, socialite by night, she had a busy life, and Shae often frowned upon some of the bad choices Fiona made. She was fearless and had no concept of boundaries.

			“Don’t dis it if you haven’t done it, buddy,” Fiona said.

			Wincing, Shae pretended to shudder at the thought.

			“I haven’t stuck needles in my eyes yet, but I’m pretty sure I won’t enjoy it, Fiona. What are your plans for today?”

			Pouting at Shae, Fiona attempted sensually sucking the syrup off her fingers, but she only managed to look like a glutton on crack.

			“Passion, Shae. That’s the plan.”

			Frowning, Shae chucked her used serviette at Fiona.

			“On a Sunday? Sometimes I wonder why we are friends. My mother would not approve,” Shae said.

			“Who are you kidding, Shae? Your mother would love me more than she loves you, which is why you refuse to let me meet her.”

			Being more of a variable in Shae’s life than a constant, Audrey never quite stuck around for long enough to meet anyone of importance to Shae.

			“It’s not very easy to get that woman to stay in one spot for longer than a week. Besides, she does not simply hand out buckets of love, Fiona.”

			Fiona burped as she slid her empty plate across the table.

			“Perhaps you should take that up with your shrink as well. How is that going?”

			Signalling the waiter closer, Shae ordered a Coke Zero for herself and a Sprite for Fiona.

			How was therapy going?

			Shae pictured Dr. Ramsey blushing and shifting around in her seat uncomfortably. The image made her feel equal parts guilty and aroused. When she finally looked up, she was met by a frowning Fiona.

			“Well, Miss McPherson, had I not known you for so long, I would probably not pick up on that little twinkle in your eye. Spill.”

			Shae knew that indulging Fiona would be the worst mistake she could make. There was no way on earth that she would let on that she was attracted to Adrian Ramsey. Mentally, Fiona was awarded a few brownie points for being attentive, though.

			“Nothing to tell, really. She’s trying her best to help and if I’m being completely honest, I am trying my best to get in her way,” Shae explained.

			“She? Your shrink is a hot woman?”

			“Who said anything about her being hot?” Shae asked.

			“Oh, you didn’t have to. I know you so well. So, why are you being an ass to her?”

			Shae had been trying to figure that part out for the better part of two weeks and hadn’t come up with the answer, though she had managed to narrow it down to a few possibilities. Firstly, she could simply be taking out the anger she felt toward Mr. Foster on Dr. Ramsey. If Mr. Foster really planned on getting rid of her, Dr. Ramsey could be his secret weapon. There was no way that she was going to lose her job without putting up a fight.

			It could also be that the idea of receiving therapy made Shae feel like a weakling. She had overcome many a challenge in her life and had never had to turn outward to do so. She found the mere fact that Mr. Foster had insisted on therapy insulting. The part that made all of this a little unfair was that poor Dr. Ramsey had been the object of her frustration, and she realised that her anger was misplaced.

			Then, there was always the possibility that Shae was in fact not being hateful by flirting with Dr. Ramsey. Maybe she wasn’t trying to get Dr. Ramsey to admit defeat. It was quite possible that she was trying to get under her skin because she found her disturbingly beautiful and utterly mysterious.

			“I don’t know. I’ve just been very resistant. I’m probably just pissed at Foster.”

			“Look, Shae. Regardless of how you may feel about his decision, this is not going away. I think the easiest way to get past this is to let it happen.”

			Shae cocked a brow at Fiona’s sudden burst of pensiveness.

			“It’s a little like anal sex. It might be uncomfortable for the first few inches, but you’ll breathe a sigh of relief once it’s over,” Fiona said and shattered her fleeting moment of maturity.

			“There she is, the inappropriate foul mouth I know and love,” Shae said.
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