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For you. If you saw the A-word on the back cover and a tiny voice said to pick this book up:

I see you. This is for you.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book was submitted days after hearing one of the most powerful men in the world say that autistic people would never write a poem or go on a date. Here’s to the autistics who don’t pay attention to ‘would nevers’, and to those who know that we are none of their business.

Roses are red, with thorns that can prick,

you are enough and that man is a dick.

There. A poem.

I was diagnosed at the age of nine. I had no idea what being neurodivergent meant at that age. It’s been twenty years and I’m still learning every day. This novel is not intended to teach. To present. To educate. It’s just a novel with an autistic woman in the lead role, with all of the complications and joy of that. They may not be everyone’s complications, but they are written from life.

This is for the autistic women who have a special interest in romance. Who have been chronically misunderstood or given a million labels before finding one that truly fits. For the ones who love love. Who know that there is resistance in joy.

This is for autistics who fuck, basically.




CHAPTER ONE
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The receptionist had been expecting a neurotypical.

Agnes Merchant was an all-girls establishment, with a strict uniform code and fees that could get up to six figures, once you factored in donations to the new alumni hall. This day was World Autism Day, and in a show of real inclusivity, the faculty had invited two speakers for a special assembly. The first, a representative from a charity, had already arrived. She was sitting in the green room – a slightly severe woman in her fifties who’d only met a handful of autistic people in her life, despite making them the sole focus of her career. She cast suspicious looks at the students as they passed by.

The second guest stood before the receptionist.

‘Can I help you?’

The guest smiled. The date of birth she’d given when signing in set her age at twenty-eight but she looked younger. Her hair was long and blonde with streaks of pink, a soft cerise that happened to match the fluffy cowgirl boots she was wearing.

‘I’m Raina Lewis. The podcaster. You’re expecting me.’

The receptionist was stunned. That couldn’t possibly be true. She aggressively flipped through her logbook and pulled up a document on her geriatric computer.

‘I’m a speaker,’ the young woman added softly. ‘For today’s assembly?’

‘Let me call Miss Lamb,’ the receptionist squeaked, grabbing the phone. She punched in the extension number and slammed the earpiece to the side of her head, quivering as she waited for the other member of staff to pick up.

The young woman’s eyes were not visible through her dark sunglasses, but she smiled, amused by the scene before her.

‘Hi, Carol, yes,’ the receptionist gabbled into the phone. ‘I have a . . . a Miss Lewis here with me—’

Miss Lamb interrupted to say that she’d be right along and then hung up the phone. The receptionist listened to the dial tone for a few seconds before dazedly putting the receiver down.

‘She’ll be right along,’ she echoed faintly.

‘Good,’ said the young woman serenely. ‘Thank you. You did really well.’

The receptionist gaped, not sure whether to be grateful or offended by the teasing compliment.

Miss Lamb made her way down the long corridor from her office to reception. This was her fifth year teaching at the Agnes Merchant School for Girls and she was determined to see this assembly go ahead without a cough, sneeze, ‘please, Miss?’ or a strategic escape to the nurse.

The Year Nine girls were filing into the assembly hall, where teachers were poised with make-up wipes.

‘Katie has too much eyeliner on,’ Miss Lamb called to Mrs Perkins before she finally reached reception. ‘All right, Miss Lewis, it’s a pleasure to meet—’

Her words fell away as she laid eyes on the visitor, her outstretched hand frozen in the air like it belonged on a mannequin.

The whole assembly had been Miss Lamb’s idea. She’d found the speakers. Granted, she’d not spent more than ten minutes doing so, but her choices had seemed sound and reasonable at the time. Frances Horn, charity spokesperson, had arrived very early and was exactly what Miss Lamb had expected. Serious and dull. Destined for an MBE in charity work.

Raina Lewis was entirely unexpected.

‘You’re Miss Lewis?’ Carol Lamb asked gingerly. ‘The speaker? The speaker on neurodiversity? That’s you? The autistic speaker?’

Raina popped her bubblegum and beamed sunnily. ‘Ding ding.’

Miss Lamb was flabbergasted. She’d hired this speaker from a website that advertised ‘actually autistic’ people. She’d skim-read the biography, admittedly, because it didn’t really matter. They just needed fifteen minutes of inspirational talk.

‘If you’ll please walk with me,’ she finally managed to say, gesturing towards the green room. ‘Do you have everything you need?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Raina answered calmly. ‘Absolutely everything.’

‘Good, good, good, good, good,’ Miss Lamb said, her voice firing the same word out like bullets from an overly concerned machine gun as they reached the green room. ‘If you’ll follow me then.’ She suddenly remembered Frances Horn was the reason for stopping by the green room. ‘Both of you.’

Raina Lewis followed the flustered teacher with an angelic smile. She was entirely used to this kind of display. When people decided that they wanted to book a speaker to talk about autism, they were always fooled by Raina’s rather competent biography. No photograph, of course. Just a list of her credentials and her successful podcast – something they never researched or listened to. They would always build up an imaginary version of her in their minds. A grave, serious speaker with no sense of humour. Someone who would come with a slideshow of misery, leaving people half-asleep but hopefully a little more informed. The perfect ticked box, a job well done!

The reality of Raina would always leave them agitated. Autistic women, in the narrow corners of these people’s minds, weren’t supposed to be successful. They weren’t supposed to be attractive. They weren’t supposed to be colourful, or stylish, or someone who could draw attention and take up space.

Raina liked it that way. She liked upending whatever they thought. She liked shoving aside the fictional version in their head and taking her place.

As she sat in a plastic orange chair, looking out at two hundred girls who were all wearing a grim, maroon school uniform, Raina felt invigorated. She adored talking to young people. She definitely loved it more than the charity worker who was speaking first. Frances Horn was glaring out at the students with a thinly veiled expression of deep distaste as she gave her sermon.

‘It’s important to remember when dealing with people who suffer with autism,’ the woman said, droningly, ‘that they have difficulty empathizing with you and with emotional situations.’

Raina laughed at that, crossing one leg over the other. The move must have perfectly showcased her fluffy pink boots, as some of the girls in the front row looked over and smiled curiously at the sight of them.

I feel very empathetic, Raina thought. I empathize with all of the teenagers in this room who are being forced to listen to you speak. You, a person with all the charisma of a toilet plunger.

‘People with autism also have enormous trouble holding down jobs and making friends. Desiring friendship is rare for them; they usually tend to be solitary sorts with little care for the feelings of others.’

Raina closed her eyes for a moment and wondered if any speech in the history of womankind had ever been this wrong or this long. Peace treaties had been negotiated since this speech began. Holes in the ocean had been plugged. An entire spiral of outrage had unfolded on social media. A billionaire had done something dystopian. Someone had been made to resign.

‘They can’t normally have romantic relationships, nor do they want them. They don’t experience love the way other people do.’

Fuck you, lady.

That little slice of so-called wisdom from this speaker, so bubonic in its delivery, made the comfortable smile slip from Raina’s face. She couldn’t find humour in it. Her eyes scanned the room full of girls and she felt a flicker of unease. There were bound to be girls like her listening. Girls who worked hard at processing a world that was sometimes not processable for them in the slightest. Girls whose interests were unique and all-encompassing. Girls who felt things more deeply but perhaps had trouble communicating how. Girls who felt that they were just the wrong kind of girl. Who came close to scratching off their arms to see if the ‘right’ person was buried underneath their skin.

Frances Fucking Horn, you have no business telling these kids that people like me don’t feel love.

‘Relationships of any kind are difficult for people on the spectrum,’ Frances went on.

Raina decided to mentally ascend into a higher plane of existence. At least until the speech was over.

‘Females with autism will shun femininity.’

‘Never a good reason to use the word “females”,’ murmured Raina, shivering and tossing her hair. Her topaz rings caught the stage lights and glittered. Her rose-water scent filled the space she occupied. Her lipstick matched the red of her nail polish. She didn’t want to sit still any more. She felt the urge to fidget as Frances droned on.

‘But what I’d like you young ladies to remember is, people with autism are humans, too. Sometimes deeply capable humans. They deserve respect. A society that learns to be more tolerant of their differences is certainly something my charity and I strive for.’

She sat down with a satisfied smirk, which made Raina stare in astonishment. She was almost in admiration of Mrs Horn, for being pleased with herself after such a performance. While Raina was almost always civil at work events, she felt the spiky twists of mischief brewing.

‘All right, ladies,’ Miss Lamb said, while a reluctant smattering of applause echoed throughout the large hall. ‘That was . . . illuminating. I would now like to introduce you to our next speaker, Raina Lewis. She has very kindly agreed to give up her time for us today and I . . . uh . . .’

Whatever introduction Miss Lamb had been planning to give evaporated from the woman’s mind, so Raina smiled genially and stepped up towards the podium. There were whispers as the room full of students took in her boots, her slightly laddered tights and her long hair.

‘Thank you, Miss Lamb,’ Raina said, in a musical tone. ‘And thank you, Mrs Horn.’

She placed a little bit of emphasis on the surname of the previous speaker, which earned her a couple of titters from the audience.

‘So, you’ve heard from the zookeeper,’ Raina went on. ‘Now you’re going to hear from the tiger.’

Someone at the back of the room laughed, while the teachers standing on the perimeter of the hall exchanged wary glances.

‘Hi.’ Raina beamed out at the sea of young faces. Some bored, some defensive and some curious. ‘My name is Raina Lewis. I’m self-employed, I live here in London and I’m autistic.’

A tentative hand was raised into the air.

‘Go ahead,’ Raina said brightly, nodding at the pupil.

‘Um, hi,’ the girl said, lowering her arm quickly and pulling her hair forward so it covered almost all of her face. She then tugged at the sleeves of her jumper, making sure they were concealing her hands. ‘I don’t have a question, I just wanted to say I listen to your podcast.’

‘Oh, nice.’ Raina felt a twinge of kinship with the girl and her shyness. Not unlike how Raina had been at fourteen. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘We’ll have questions and comments for both speakers at the end, Stephanie,’ Miss Lamb said curtly, eyeing the girl in the front row.

‘Okay, fine,’ Raina said, sharing a conspiratorial look of solidarity with Stephanie, who smiled. ‘So! A little more about me. I’m autistic. I had an absolutely appalling time at school. I failed everything but art and drama. Didn’t go to university. I’ve been a cleaner, a nanny, a secretary and now a podcaster. On The Disability Track, we talk about disability (obviously), love, loss, fashion, sex and basically anything that we want. It’s inclusive. It’s fun.’

She threw a pointed look at Mrs Horn.

‘I like to think I have a ton of empathy – I cry at the Christmas adverts. My best friend is my life. I wouldn’t change this funny little brain of mine for all the dull grey suits in the shop. There are literally six million ways to be neurodivergent, every single case is different, but my God, don’t believe what these neurotypicals say about us – it’s so without imagination.’

Laughter rippled across the crowd of girls.

‘I’d like you all to forget everything that you think you know about autistic women. Statistically, some of you will be neurodivergent. You may know it already, you may not. That may be ahead of you. Maybe some of you know something inside is different. I’m sorry you have to listen to people talk at length about how tragic and terrible it is to be us, or to be in our lives. Or how we’re not real. Don’t listen to it. It’s a crock of shit. There are nasty rumours out there about people like me and I don’t know who started them – male scientists maybe – but you should take us on a case-by-case basis.’

Raina told some stories about podcast listeners who had written in with very specific romantic entanglements. The girls all grew from reticent to engaged. A renegade hand flew into the air, and before the teacher could dash the opportunity, Raina invited the girl to speak.

‘I have two questions,’ the girl said, her words rapid and a little breathless. ‘Firstly. Um, do you, like, does it . . . is it hard when people think you’re not, like, smart? Or not like other people? Like, your show is about love and dating and stuff, but is it hard when guys find out you’re different? Also, where are your shoes from?’

Raina fought a smile and gave the somewhat garbled question a moment of reflection. ‘I mean, there’s a lot to say about that first part. It’s hypocritical of me but I would beg for all of you to stop giving two shits – sorry, two figs – about what other people think. Right now. Everything young women and girls like, according to those who decide what is worthy and smart, must be stupid and terrible. Apparently.’

She took a breath and considered another aspect of the question. ‘Is it hard when guys find out I’m different?’

Yes.

This was too complex a conversation to have onstage in front of young strangers. She could choose humour and say that women of all neurotypes were in the trenches when it came to modern dating. Not untrue.

She could lie and say it had never been a problem. That everyone was completely understanding of disabilities and that she’d never been forced to sit across from someone in a French restaurant in Soho and hear all about his bullshit theories on vaccines.

Kids, I think I want something that might be too hard to find. If it even exists at all.

‘Love is easy,’ she finally said. ‘But relationships with other people, beyond the physical, can be difficult. For anybody.’

Nice, Miss Great Britain.

A crisp silence followed her speech. They sensed her unease.

‘And the shoes are from Liberty. I forget which brand.’

Throughout the entirety of Raina’s speech, the teachers grew more and more openly concerned. It was clear that no one had taken the time to fully interrogate Raina’s work and what she discussed on her podcast. When corresponding over email, Raina would always carefully link some samples of the podcast. They’d clearly decided not to listen to them. She often included her episode about orgasms or how to combat negging and gaslighting. Partly because the latter had completely derailed and become an illuminating conversation with a listener about the best parts of tantric sex.

It wasn’t uncommon for them to see the word ‘disability’ and then nothing else.

Miss Lamb moved to the podium, looking slightly affronted. ‘All right. Thank you. Now, girls. Does anyone have any questions for Mrs Horn? Lots of potential advice for any of you wanting to go into the charity sector.’

Tumbleweed.

‘Very well,’ Miss Lamb said, reluctantly spitting the next words out. ‘Any questions for Miss Lewis?’

Almost every hand shot into the air in one sharp snap. Raina grinned and Miss Lamb exhaled nervously. She returned to her seat and the younger woman replaced her on the platform, beaming out at her new disciples. Some looked cautious but still kept their arms firmly raised, while others were almost airborne with desperation, needing their question or comment to be the first.

Amazing, thought Raina. I’m actually having a nice time in a school building. For once.

Her own schooldays had been far from rosy.

‘Thank you, all. Let’s start with . . . you.’ She pointed to an eager young face in the third row.

‘I heard your episode about how to handle sexist bosses,’ the girl said ardently. ‘Is it true you spelled out a resignation letter with your boss’s teabags?’

‘Oh, that story,’ Raina mused, nostalgia creeping into her voice. ‘Okay, yes, but here’s what you need to know!’

As teachers cast panicked expressions across the room, Raina Lewis happily answered the students’ questions. She stood in front of the sea of conservative uniforms in her audacious clothes, with her loud hair and even louder laugh.

She held court. A jester who had dared to clamber onto the throne.




CHAPTER TWO
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THE DISABILITY TRACK EPISODE #3

Special Interests

RAINA: We’re discussing all things special and interesting on today’s episode. My current special interests are obscure Saturday Night Live sketches, Marilyn Monroe, humpback whales and, as ever, mermaids. Because I, a watery autistic, identified with the moment in Splash when Daryl Hannah is hunched over in the tank. That’s kind of what it feels like to be an autistic woman. That and Ariel, the little mermaid who saved every rock she’d ever seen.

[image: ]
Across town, Tom Branimir woke to the sound of his landline shrilly ringing next to his head. It was his own fault for being a pretentious arse and insisting on having a retro-style telephone, one that most people didn’t bother to call. However, when they did, it would shriek and shriek until its needs were met.

‘Hello?’ Tom croaked into the phone, pressing a palm against his bleary eyes. He’d fallen asleep in front of his laptop again and his neck felt as if someone had been jumping up and down on it.

‘Oh, Tom, please tell me I didn’t wake you.’

His agent. She got up at five every day for a jog and fifty brisk lengths of the pool. He was in awe of her for it. ‘You woke me, Tori.’

‘Well,’ she sighed, and he could hear her grappling to turn his horrific sleep schedule into a positive. ‘You have to be up late tonight anyway, so better that you slept until’—he could hear her checking the time—‘noon.’

He frowned. ‘I’m not going out tonight.’

‘Yes, you are, Tom!’

‘No, Tori,’ he said, while glugging some lukewarm water. ‘I’m writing.’

‘You’re a non-fiction writer, Tom. You need to go out. Fiction writers are allowed to hole themselves away and hibernate or go on retreats to the Highlands where they can undergo a vow of silence for a few weeks, but you’re not a fiction writer. You write about real people. So, you need to go and meet real people.’

Tom glanced up at his work board. He sometimes thought it looked like a prop from a detective show. Something a conspiracy theorist might obsess over. Too many Post-it notes and scribbled ideas. A picture of his family pinned to the very top, reminding him why he wrote the stories that he did.

‘I write about people’s fuck-ups,’ he corrected quietly.

‘Tom!’

‘Tori!’

‘I don’t want to make this a contract thing.’

‘I don’t want you to do that either.’

‘But the publishers aren’t happy with rerunning the articles and the pieces. They want new material, remember?’

‘They’re getting new material!’

‘Exclusive material.’

Tom pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘What will that involve, then?’

‘Find one subject to write about who can be a completely new case. Brand-new.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Well, it would be easier if you went to the gala tonight.’

The Hathaway Dinner was an annual literary event held at the V&A. Tom liked to avoid it, knowing all the good stories would find their way to his desk anyway, but perhaps Tori was right.

Tom wrote about people who lied to their followers. His past cases had included the dishonest head of a pyramid scheme; a vlogger who’d pretended to live in a van while failing to disclose his six-bedroom mansion; a dog owner with a prize-winning poodle that didn’t exist.

A woman who’d promised her followers a guaranteed cure for cancer.

He was the writer that no influencer wanted in their mentions. If they were trying to sell some kind of dangerous weight-loss tea without transparency, he would call them out. If they were spouting political dogma without any interrogation or connection, he would call them out. If they told people ‘good vibes’ were more important than modern medicine, he would not only call them out, he would bury them in rebuttal.

Tom’s eyes landed on his family’s picture once more. His mother was blinking in the photo, which he’d always found so sweet.

The photo was so full of life it sometimes made him forget that she was no longer around.

‘All right, Tori, I’ll go.’

There was an exalted sigh of relief on the other end of his fuzzy landline. He felt a stab of guilt, knowing he was far from her easiest client to manage. ‘Good! Your name is on the list; you’re at our table.’

‘Great.’

‘Eight o’clock?’

‘Looking forward to it.’

‘Dress nice, please. Find a nice tie for that one suit you always wear.’

He hung up. It was true, he only owned one suit. He was frugal that way – a result of his upbringing in Scotland. The occasional designer tie was all he would splash out on in his attempts to fit in with a crowd he didn’t belong to.

Tom’s flat was in Fulham. Parsons Green to be specific, where some of the neighbours liked to pretend that they lived in a small village, despite the fact they were right in the heart of London.

He didn’t share the flat with anybody and it was far too small to host any kind of party or gathering. Not that he would want to. Work had been his constant and loyal companion since moving from Dalkeith in Scotland to large and loud London. He had acquaintances. People he would do a favour for, if they asked. People like Tori, or Ben, his editor. Sebastian, his old flatmate from Cambridge. Ottie, Seb’s girlfriend, at a push.

Seb was the guy who got into fights in the taxi rank and Ottie called herself an empath . . . but took great pleasure in telling other women that they had food in their teeth, especially if they did not.

Tom would occasionally bring women home to bed, but he’d become jaded with one-night stands and he knew he wasn’t cut out for the apps. His mind was never able to get off in the same way his body could. It was nobody’s fault. He was searching for something he couldn’t fully articulate, an intellect that could wrestle with his and leave him a little breathless, for once.

He wanted that more than anything. An opponent. A sparring partner. Someone who, in a world of polite cookie-cutter sameness, was unafraid of picking up a verbal sword and readying for battle.

When evening drew in, he put some gel in his curly black hair, lint-rolled his one good suit and polished his shoes. Keys, phone, wallet. He quickly checked on his elderly neighbour before leaving the apartment building. Mrs Clerk reminded him of his late mother and he enjoyed living next door to her.

‘You look nice!’ she called as he made to leave. ‘Hot date?’

‘No,’ he said, laughing. ‘Quite the opposite, really.’

He stood on Munster Road, examining the bottom of his shoes. They’d been extortionate, but an investment. Every spot had been polished away, each scuff soon covered up. He’d bought them while at university. They’d felt tight and pinching at the time. He’d assumed with time and breaking in, they would grow comfortable.

They were still his most expensive item, and they’d never become easy to wear.

‘You!’

Tom recognized the owner of the shriek. He knew it well. He’d heard it wheedle, whine and simper. He had virtual folders that bulged with recordings of that voice.

‘Caroline,’ he said stiffly, taking in the forty-something woman with her pale-grey fur collar and brassy blonde hair with dark brown roots. Her Chloé sunglasses weren’t able to conceal the fury in her eyes. She’d clearly been waiting for him to appear. ‘I thought you were only going to speak to me through a lawyer.’

To any of his neighbours, this scene might have appeared to be a lovers’ tiff. Two exes warring in the street. However, they’d never been anything close to partners.

‘I’m a pariah,’ snarled the woman as she slammed the door of her car. ‘You’ve made me a fucking leper!’

Tom frowned at the insensitive comparison.

Fuck you, lady. ‘Oh, really? Maybe you can cure yourself with one of your homemade oils then?’

Caroline had been the subject of one of his hit pieces, and even he had to admit, he’d been meticulous about categorizing her faults. The largest of which was her success in building a multi-million-dollar empire upon the backs of frightened people by claiming her wellness brand could cure incurable diseases. Tom had disliked her then and he disliked her now. The only thing that had changed between them was the story.

She’d been expecting a fluff piece about her Girl Boss legacy.

He’d taken her to the virtual gallows, where, after a careful documentation of her entire list of atrocities and actions, her sentence had been left in the hands of his readers.

‘You’re a bastard.’

As she spat the words, Tom caught the strong scent of cigarette smoke. He’d always found that to be a curious thing about her. The wellness girl who smoked a pack a day.

‘You could have killed people,’ was all he said. ‘If you’re going to use misinformation to buy your third home, I get to write about it.’

He knew people didn’t like him, knew what they thought of him. Colleagues and people in publishing whispered about him being ‘frosty’. He wasn’t breezy and chatty like other men in media, and he had no intention of being a friend to all, which ultimately made him an ally to none. Tom Branimir didn’t smile unless he meant it. He was direct and to the point. He cared too much about the truth to worry about people calling him a bastard.

‘If anyone actually believes my stuff can cure their mother’s cancer, they’re too stupid to be on the internet,’ sneered Caroline, and it was such a blatant thing to say, such a cruel and snarling admission, Tom no longer felt any flickers of guilt about her situation.

‘Your circumstances are unfortunate but they’ve come from your own actions. People would give or take anything to keep their loved ones for longer. You and I both know that. And you exploited it.’

He thought of his mother again. Blinking in pictures. Collecting coupons. Always needing help with her ancient mobile phone.

Don’t worry about me, Tommy. They find new treatments every day, son. Now write me a nice story. Something romantic for a change.

Tom suddenly needed to blink. There was a kernel of sleep in the corner of his eye.

‘You had me cancelled, you self-righteous prick.’

‘Your true zealots will keep you in caviar, Caroline, don’t worry.’

She shook her head. ‘You’re cold-hearted. You know that, right? You’re going to die alone.’

It stung. ‘Better that than to die from believing the kind of lies you spin.’

‘Fuck you, Branimir. You’re an executioner.’

‘No, you’re just a parasite. One who’s already dead inside, I think,’ he said quietly. He hailed a cab. ‘Have a good evening.’

He left her standing in the dusky West London street as he got inside the car and shut the door with a tight and final snick.

‘V&A, please, pal,’ he told the taxi driver. He softened his Scottish accent, because if he didn’t, he would be bombarded with questions about his origins and what he was doing in London.

Even strangers could tell he hadn’t found a real home in the city.

The driver glanced at Caroline in the rear-view mirror. ‘Fight with your lady?’

‘No,’ Tom replied with a tired laugh. ‘She’s not my lady.’

He felt a sudden pang. He wondered what it would be like to have someone to text in this moment. You’ll never guess what just happened! And she would respond immediately, concerned in case something serious had happened. He would assure her that he was fine. She would understand. She wouldn’t need him to explain why lying about cancer cures was wrong. She’d be two steps ahead of him. For once, someone would finish his sentences because she’d be so much smarter than him and it would turn him on to the point of being painful. She’d make fun of his misanthropic tendencies, and he’d find an excuse not to work so they could stay in bed. And she’d make fun of his shoes.

‘All right?’ the driver asked.

‘Yeah,’ lied Tom. ‘All good, sorry.’

The car sped towards South Kensington, and Tom forced himself to think about work.

He was off to hunt down another story.




CHAPTER THREE
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‘JUST BECAUSE THE DOOR IS PAINTED PINK,’ Pepper Cousins bellowed at the two young brunettes and their tripods, ‘IT DOES NOT MAKE IT A FREE BACKDROP FOR YOUR BASIC-ASS FEEDS!’

Raina jumped out of the way as the young women dashed by her. ‘But, Pep, your door and the cherry blossoms? Heavenly.’

‘Don’t encourage them.’

Raina laughed. She kissed her best friend on the nose and slipped into her Notting Hill house. She made her way to the kitchen, Pepper grumbling in her wake.

‘How was your school visit?’

Raina made a face while taking a long swig of water from a bottle in the pink Smeg fridge.

Pepper’s eyes narrowed but she smirked. ‘How. Was. Your. School. Visit. Raina?’

Raina grinned. ‘Eventful.’

The girls had quickly moved from quizzing her about former employers to asking about relationships and sex.

‘So, I learned the hard way that posh schools get a bit shirty if you say “condoms”,’ she informed Pepper.

‘Why were you talking about condoms? I thought you were there to do your neurodiversity spiel. Do you suddenly have a special interest in contraception?’

Raina fought a smile. ‘I was there to talk about work. But they started asking about sex, so I told them to always use protection, never bow to pressure. And refuse to give your number to lurkers. I think it’s important. No one talked to us about it.’

‘That’s not true,’ Pepper said derisively. ‘My mother handed me a chocolate bar and told me boys only like the ones that haven’t been unwrapped.’

‘Well, that’s completely disgusting.’

‘They probably get super-duper sex education these days,’ Pepper pointed out, snatching a cucumber from the fridge and caressing it in a way that made Raina roll her eyes and let out a snort of amusement. ‘Gone are the days of passing around one of these and—’

‘You had cucumber in your sex-ed lessons?’

‘Most teachers would use a banana, but let’s be honest, the curve on them is disconcerting.’

‘And misleading. I didn’t use fruit or veg today; I just told the truth.’

‘Look at you, almost thirty and the perfect role model,’ Pepper mused. ‘Anything exciting happen? Did a teacher rugby tackle you for going off-book?’

‘Oh, they had one for the hall of fame today.’

‘Uh oh. How bad?’

‘Pepper,’ Raina said cheerfully, snatching a piece of newly sliced cucumber and biting into it with a satisfying crunch. ‘Did you know, neurodivergent people can’t feel actual human emotions?’

‘I heard,’ Pepper said darkly, ‘they can see in the dark.’

‘I heard they drink blood.’

‘I heard they sneak into your house after midnight and reorganize your bathroom cupboards.’

They laughed.

‘I don’t get it,’ Raina added, growing a little more serious. ‘They never think people like me are in the room. They talk on and on about us, and it makes me feel like the person in a paranormal film who’s trying to hide the fact that they’re a vampire.’

‘What a charming comparison.’

‘Well, that’s how it makes me feel. I have to just sit there and grimace. “Yes, kids, she’s talking about people like me. Possibly some of you.” Like we’re not human. Like we’re not . . . I don’t know.’

It suddenly didn’t feel very funny any more.

Pepper didn’t notice her friend’s change in demeanour. ‘So, how did it go from this other person saying you’re an alien freak with no heart to you talking about sex? Showing off?’

‘I wasn’t talking about sex; I was just answering their questions. I got up and basically tried to undo all of the propaganda she’d been spouting. Mrs Horn – oh fuck, you should have heard her. Anyway. Some of the girls knew the podcast.’

It had been nice to see. She was getting close to half a million listeners a month and growing more and more by the day.

‘Well, there you go,’ Pepper said admiringly. Smug pride rouging her cheeks. ‘You thought no one would listen and now you’ve got teenagers asking you inappropriate questions while their teachers think, Who the fuck did we actually invite here today?’

‘It’s a dream come true.’ The remark was dry and laced with irony but Raina did feel a strange sort of vindication. ‘I’ve always wanted to lead people down the path of great sex, self-love and saying a big fuck-you to anyone who thinks Rain Man is the be-all and end-all of talking about autism.’

‘No toothpick-counting from you. By the way, we need to get ready, like, now. The car’s coming at quarter to eight.’

Raina exhaled. ‘Okay, so I was really looking forward to the getting made up part. I’m now not so sure about the going out part.’

‘Raina Lewis, don’t you dare.’

Raina sipped her drink and wondered if this battle was worth the emotional horsepower. Pepper had grown up with an obscene amount of money. It had granted her a magical ability – she was able to walk into any and every room, knowing that she belonged. She had more friends than hairs on her head. She seemed to know everyone in London and everyone loved knowing her. Raina enjoyed watching it happen. She liked seeing the strange mist of instant adoration descend upon people. Pepper’s presence was the oil that eased the creaking, cranking hinges of a clunky social scene.

Raina was not that way. She often felt like the spoke in the wheel.

Being autistic meant she was a vegetable in the fruit bowl. Social interactions could be dire if the other person was able to sense she was different. Events like the Hathaway Dinner were full of hungry piranhas and Raina didn’t fancy being a nice juicy morsel for them to devour. She’d learned to mask but, at best, that only made her feel like a piece of crystallized fruit in the bowl. Something that looked exactly the same, but don’t bite into it. The inside isn’t what you’re expecting.

‘You’ll look beautiful. We’ll take great pictures, we’ll have a nice meal and a boogie, and we’ll leave.’

‘No, we will not!’ guffawed Raina. ‘I can never drag you out of these things before the sun comes up.’

‘These people aren’t fashion or music people, we won’t stay long.’

Pepper received different offerings from different communities. The literary scene was a new charm on her social bracelet but she was hoping to meet an editor who would commission her to write a style guide. Raina was the only one out of the two of them who actually read books but she admired Pepper for refusing to let that stop her.

‘Right,’ Pepper said briskly. ‘Shower, shave and then pre-drinks. I’ve laid your dress out upstairs.’

Raina glanced at her. ‘Are we in an Edith Wharton novel?’

‘You can’t wear that, Raina! This is posh!’

Raina swallowed. If Pep said it was posh, it really must be. ‘Black tie?’

‘The blackest.’

‘All right, Duchess.’

Pepper disappeared into her downstairs bathroom for a shower while Raina stepped into the main bedroom. Laid out on the queen-sized four-poster was a backless rose-gold dress made with a ton of sequins.

‘Pep!’ Raina called, knowing her friend wouldn’t hear her. ‘This is too good for the likes of me!’

Raina was drawn to it, though. She knew Pepper was thorough – it would fit like a glove with shoes to match. She smiled gently and stroked the fabric. A little shimmering strip of a life that seemed far away.

Her mind suddenly returned to one of the girls from earlier. An earnest face who had come to her privately.

‘Do you still believe in love? After everything?’

Raina had been so thrown by the question. By the hopeful face of its owner.

‘Yes,’ she’d said. ‘I’ve been disappointed. I’ve been let down. But the search will end one day. And it will be like “Wild is the Wind”.’

The girl’s face had scrunched up in confusion. ‘Like . . .?’

‘Do you know that song? I want someone like that song. Unapologetic. Complicated. Real. Maybe not something everyone else gets. But I do.’

She lifted the dress and held it to her body. Pepper’s way of life was only ever for borrowing.

‘Pepper, I’m staying for the meal and then I’m out.’

Her friend yelled back an obscene response and Raina laughed.

‘Well,’ she said softly. ‘Real until midnight and all that . . .’
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Tom took in the expansive hall of the V&A with its finely laid tables. The stage with the band was lit up, the dancefloor vacant while guests mingled and flitted about. The sound of fake laughter echoed around the room and waiters appeared with champagne flutes, their uniforms looking like lab coats, which Tom found quite fitting.

‘Tommy!’

‘Don’t get excited, Seb. I’m staying for the meal and then I’m out.’

He could smell Sebastian’s familiar mix of designer cologne and his fruity vape. They slapped each other’s backs in what was now a perfected, ancient greeting and Tom had to admit that he was a little relieved to see the man. Seb could yammer inanely enough to keep people away from them, while Tom went hunting for a new subject that would get Tori off his back.

‘It’s black tie, Tommy,’ Seb chided him. ‘Where’s your bow-tie?’

Tom sighed. He didn’t care for dress codes but he was annoyed at making a seemingly obvious mistake. ‘I hate those things. Makes me feel like a penguin.’

‘How’s the book coming along?’

‘Fine,’ Tom said, nodding at Ottie as she slithered into the vicinity with a slightly uneven gait and what was probably her third glass of champagne in as many minutes. ‘Hi.’

‘Evening,’ Ottie slurred, reaching out to caress Tom’s tie. ‘Not a bow-tie, but I love Dolce.’

Tom didn’t correct her; he merely grimaced. ‘Made your donation yet?’

Seb snorted. ‘Don’t even know what it’s for, mate.’

Ottie laughed sharply and Tom tried to mask his own disapproval.

‘It’s for tackling illiteracy.’

‘Oh, yah, great stuff. Not pointless at all. Everyone can read, for fuck’s sake.’

Tom didn’t correct his friend but he thought of his own father – the greatest man he knew, who would quietly ask either Tom or his sister Mirren to read menus for him on the rare occasions when they went out to eat.

‘Fuck! Mary Simms is over there,’ Ottie said, her whole body stilling as she spotted the columnist. Tom knew the woman who was popular for her engagement and wedding writeups. His ex-girlfriend, Mandy, had sometimes read her columns to him. She’d been good at imitating Mary’s singular voice. While they’d been amicably broken up for two years, she’d occasionally voice note him a column if it was a feisty one and they’d share a virtual laugh.

‘Tom, you must know her. You’re a writer, right?’ Ottie pressed, her gaze glued to Mary Simms like a rowdy toddler who’d just spotted a pigeon minding its own business. ‘She’s super hard to get. She won’t write about just anybody. And you can’t bribe her – my friend Tilly tried.’

Tom glanced around a little desperately. He wasn’t tipsy enough to find Seb and Ottie charming just yet. When he saw Tori and her publishing mates at what must be their table, he made a beeline for her.

‘You came,’ she exclaimed as he reached the group.

He nodded at the familiar faces around the table and picked up his name, written in swooping gold letters upon a little card. ‘I did.’

‘Any hits?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Well, start mingling.’

‘I never would have signed with you if I knew you were this aggressive,’ he teased gently.

‘Look,’ Tori sighed, ignoring him and pointing over to the bar. ‘Pepper Cousins. Socialite, richest girl in the room. Gotta be something under all of that, even if it’s just her little black book.’

He looked over at the woman in question. Tall, slender, long brown hair. She was wearing a sparkling silver jumpsuit and was arguing with the bartender, waving her arms around theatrically. Tom had seen her out and about, mostly at Fashion Week parties, and she was often featured in the tabloids and society pages. He had a feeling there wasn’t a whole lot to uncover there. Her parents owned Spritz, a luxury resort chain that had gone global. Other than being unaware of some of her privilege, he doubted there was anything newsworthy about her antics.

He said as much to Tori, who rolled her eyes.

‘All right then, what about her friend?’

‘What friend?’ Tom inspected his sleeves for lint.

‘Her!’

Tom glanced up. As Pepper Cousins stepped away from the bar, she approached another young woman. This one in rose-gold sequins and blonde hair streaked with pink. Pepper leaned in to say something to her, something that made the other girl throw her head back and laugh. It was such a genuine reaction, so full of life. A completely unapologetic sound, like a bell ringing in a quiet chapel.

Tom frowned. He told himself to look away, but for some reason, it was hard. The friend of the heiress accepted her drink and sipped it, taking in the room with wide eyes. She watched her friend with loving indulgence as the heiress recounted a story with vaudevillian facial expressions.

She was different. There was a vulnerability and an openness to her that no one else in the room had. Tom continued to frown as he watched her, wondering why he wanted her to cast a glance over to him.

‘Oh, yeah?’ Tori said quietly, nudging him. ‘Nothing snarky to say about that one? Want to know who she is?’

‘Who is she?’

‘Would it torture you if I didn’t tell?’

‘No, I’ll just find out for myself.’

‘All right, don’t play my game,’ she said with a pout. ‘That’s Raina Lewis. She has a popular podcast. The Disability Track? A few clips from it went viral earlier in the year and Vogue did a big spread about her. It’s getting pretty hot.’

Tom was hardly listening. He was watching Raina sit down to retie the straps of her high-heeled sandals. A flash of thigh and the long fall of her hair. She glanced up to smile at Pepper while she spoke.

Tom felt a twinge. A strange urge to go straight over to her and push her hair back from her face. To be on the receiving end of that smile and her unapologetic laugh.

‘Tom Branimir,’ Tori cried indignantly, smacking him on the chest with her clutch. ‘I am contractually entitled to at least fifteen per cent of your attention.’

The bag hit his sternum and shattered whatever spell he’d been falling under. He turned away from the woman and sat down at his table, pouring a generous glass of water for himself. This wasn’t him. He didn’t stare at people from the other side of a dancefloor. She was just another guest. Nothing more than that. She was probably the least interesting lead in the ballroom.

‘Doesn’t sound like a potential story.’ He let out an exhale, refocusing on Tori.

‘They say she’s neurodivergent.’

‘Which means what?’

‘Like, she’s autistic or something. I don’t know. I’m not a fan or down with the lingo; I’m just aware of her. In a professional sense. Lots of publishing people like her. You know what this industry is like when someone different pops up. People like her aren’t exactly the norm.’

Tom frowned. He would admit that he didn’t know any openly autistic people, but he’d always been told by society and the media that they were boys who liked trains and computers and isolation.

Then again, society had never been the best judge of character.

‘Actually,’ Tori said, leaning closer to Tom and speaking with a conspiratorial tone. ‘She might be perfect for you.’

Tom almost choked on his water. ‘Perfect for me?’

‘Your book is coming together. But it’s a cynical read. Lots of bad people doing bad things. You could do with something light. Something sweet.’

Tom stole another glance at the girl with pink in her hair. ‘Something like her?’

‘Yeah! A public figure who’s doing something good, instead of something Machiavellian! Actually, the more I think about it, the more I have to insist. Do it. Do some digging on her. Put her in, if you find anything. For a palate-cleanser.’

Tom hesitated. The idea of writing about this woman for a chapter of his book clashed with how fucking attractive he found her. Even if his final prose was glowing, it was still a weird setup. He couldn’t let himself get too close to someone he was writing about. His professional reputation had been built on his ability to put up a wall. All of his subjects in the current manuscript were so morally bankrupt, he’d been immune to any charm or influence.

This case would be different. That was already certain.

She’s probably just as vapid as the other rich people in this room, he told himself. Pretty but shallow. Just as predictable as all the other subjects in his book.
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‘Don’t look now,’ Pepper said to Raina as they sat down at their table. ‘But a gorgeous man is looking over at you.’

‘He’ll be admiring you,’ Raina replied immediately, obeying her friend and refusing to turn around. That was always the way when they were out together, and Raina was fine with it. ‘You look great.’

‘That’s true.’

They grinned at each other. Then Raina pressed her cold glass of soda water against Pepper’s arm, making her giggle and shriek.

When the speeches were over and the food was brought out, Raina ate Pepper’s smoked salmon as well as her own. Pepper amused the entire table with a story Raina had heard at least eight times, but she was happy to listen again. Each retelling was richer in detail than the one that came before.

She allowed herself a glance over her shoulder, curious about who Pepper had caught staring earlier on. Her eyes landed on a man sitting just across the dancefloor. He was tall, broad-shouldered and had a head of dark curls. She knew it was him because he was turned around in his seat, looking right back at her.

She snapped her attention back to her own party, a little startled by the directness of his gaze.

‘Pep,’ she whispered to her friend, dabbing her mouth with her napkin so that she could surreptitiously speak from behind it. ‘Who is he and why is he staring? He looks like he wants to kill me!’

Pepper cast a quick glance back at the man’s table and she visibly blanched when she realized who it was. ‘Okay, I can’t be one hundred per cent sure, but I think it’s Tom Branimir.’

‘And he is . . .?’

‘He’s the King of Cancel Culture, babe.’

Raina snorted. ‘Is that a self-appointed title?’

‘Definitely not, but it’s a fitting one.’

‘Wait . . .’ Raina snapped her fingers, trying to jog a memory. ‘Did he write that piece on Caroline Gibbs?’

‘Yes!’

‘I read that,’ Raina said thoughtfully. ‘He really took her out. Clean kill.’

‘Well, that’s what she gets for peddling a nasty pyramid scheme, I guess,’ Pepper replied. ‘Sorry! A multi-level marketing scheme.’

‘She was a con,’ Raina said quietly. The piece had really stayed with her, and if the crimes Caroline Gibbs was accused of committing were true, then Raina would be prepared to call her a monster. ‘She told all of those parents her oils would cure their sick kids.’

‘I get it, it’s bad,’ Pepper admitted. ‘But when you actually think about it, her whole business is gone because of him. She’ll have to completely reinvent herself.’

Raina studied her friend for a moment. She knew why Pepper automatically sympathized with the rich, privileged young woman who’d lost her entire fortune. She only wished Pepper could see the evil bricks that built such an empire.

‘So he’s like the Robin Hood of print media.’

Pepper snorted. ‘I suppose. As long as you’re not his Sheriff of Nottingham.’

‘Prince John, you mean.’

‘Whatever.’

When the owner of a gossipy tabloid came over to ask after Pepper’s parents, Raina excused herself.

‘I’m getting something sweet,’ she whispered. Her friend nodded, waving her away. Raina rose and made for the bar, trying to ignore how overstimulating the room had become. She ordered an amaretto and was about to take her first sip when a figure appeared on her left. A little too close for comfort.

It wasn’t the writer who’d been studying her from across the room. It was a tipsy man in his fifties. She noticed that he wore a wedding band.

‘Had to come and introduce myself,’ he said. ‘Harry Sloane.’

‘You had to, did you?’ she replied wearily. As the man asked if she wanted a ‘real drink’, she noticed that Tom Branimir was watching the scene from his table. He stood without ceremony and walked nonchalantly towards the bar, taking up residence on the other side of her unwanted admirer.

‘Vodka neat, please,’ she heard him tell the bartender, his voice a smooth baritone.

He wasn’t looking at Raina. Fine. Challenge accepted. She turned back to the red-faced man in the expensive suit and smiled. ‘So what do you do, Harry?’

‘This and that,’ he said. ‘Right now, I’m thinking of investing in generative AI.’

Raina winced and Branimir made an almost inaudible noise of amusement. Raina glowered over at him, but he still wasn’t looking at either of them. His eyes were fixed upon his glass, though he wore a small smirk.

‘Oh, no,’ she said to Harry. ‘What kind?’

‘Creative kind, probably. Don’t tell me you’re a snob about it! People are paying for artists when they could—’

‘Oh, Harry,’ Raina said on a sigh, finishing her amaretto and giving him a look of pity. ‘Let’s not.’

‘So!’ Harry was oblivious to her disapproval. ‘That dress looks wonderful but it—’

‘Can I stop you right there?’ Raina asked, not unkindly. ‘Is this going to be a come-on? Half-arsed or otherwise? Were you going to say this dress would look better on your bedroom floor?’

She saw the writer stiffen, while Harry’s face broke into a sheepish grin. ‘Well, yeah. But I don’t do anything half-arsed, darling.’

‘Oh, sure. I believe you, cookie. Hey, I’ll save us both the time. I can’t get involved with you, Harry. For two very good reasons. One, you’ve got a wedding ring on. Two, people who believe that artificial intelligence can replace creative people? They’re always bad in bed.’

A stunned silence met this remark, though Raina could see Tom Branimir smiling against the rim of his glass. Harry made a strange spluttering sound and so Raina held up her hands in a gentling gesture.

‘Let me explain,’ she said sweetly. ‘People who want a machine to make art are not interested in the creative process. They see art as a product. An end goal rather than a soul. You skip the essential creative part so you can market and sell it. But that defeats the entire purpose of making art. Furious, flawed, utterly human art. With all its imperfections. Art is as much about the journey and the process as it is about the finished design.’

‘Uh . . .’ Harry was staring at her as though she were a lizard person. ‘But I don’t see how—’

‘See, it’s like expecting sex to be purely about making children. Someone who rushes the journey to get to a specific ending? That’s not what I want. I want someone who can savour the process, you know?’

Harry’s eyes dropped hungrily to her breasts, and it was clear he’d stopped listening.

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Raina added, taking a minuscule step back. ‘I’m maybe in favour of AI that can help doctors find cancer cells. But not the kind that kills our planet to make shitty, inhuman art without a soul. Sorry, Harry. I kind of want a man who can use his own mind.’

The ‘as well as other things’ was implied.

‘Anyway,’ Harry said, stupid but determined. ‘Why don’t we—’

‘You’re boring her.’

The words were spoken with cold finality, causing Harry Sloane to blink in bemusement. When he turned to acknowledge Tom Branimir, the two men eyed each other with disdain. Whatever Harry saw in the writer’s face, it was enough to make him mutter a curse and storm away.

When they were alone, Tom downed the last of his drink and met Raina’s gaze. ‘I never use AI.’

Fuck, thought Raina. She felt a tingle in the palm of her hand and the bite of curiosity.

She gave him an appraising look. ‘It’s impolite to eavesdrop.’

‘You should have some sympathy for the man,’ he said, in a tone of voice that bore no sympathy at all. ‘He probably relied on AI for all of his conversation starters tonight and you’ve just shut him down entirely. He’ll be licking his wounds over the girl who played hard-to-get all night now.’

‘Woman. And I don’t play hard-to-get,’ Raina said, regarding him coolly. ‘Men play easy-to-resist.’

He looked pleased by her reply. Then, ‘He just wants to feel young again with a woman who’s beautiful and interesting. He chose you. Obviously.’

Raina took a small step closer. ‘What’s so obvious about it?’

‘Well, who wouldn’t?’

The words landed on Raina with a sharp spark of electricity. There’d been a touch of longing in his voice. She watched him quickly mask it with a cold expression, but the words lingered in the air. Holding the writer’s gaze, Raina was surprised by how quick he was.

‘I’m Raina. Have we met? You’ve been glancing over a lot tonight, like I owe you money.’

He almost smiled. ‘No. I would have remembered us meeting.’ His voice was so deep and there was a lilt in his accent, something that didn’t belong to a London borough.

‘You’re Tom Branimir.’

He looked surprised at that. ‘Yes.’

‘So, is this business or pleasure? You coming
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