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Rave reader reviews for RUSH

‘Very well written, and the relationship between our protagonist and her love interest was captivating … I would definitely recommend’

‘A compulsive read that was hard to put down’

‘It was fire. So loved this’

‘Totally absorbed in the world of Lena and Nico’

‘I love how this story celebrates relationships that buoy women emotionally without breaking their spirit’

‘Couldn’t stop reading’

‘I enjoyed this one … I absolutely would read more from this author’

‘I devoured this book over the course of two days … an absolute pageturner’
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Content warnings
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Chapter 1

Lena Aden pulled the wet clump of mail from her tiny postbox. She sorted through soggy leaflets and pizza menus, peeling them apart to check in between. LA really didn’t know how to deal with rain. That’s one thing that could be said for her hometown of London: a perpetually drizzly place that didn’t lose its mind in a rainstorm. LA in comparison felt damp and moody, tilted off its natural groove.

She discarded the leaflets in a cardboard box that lay in one corner of the foyer. A heavy cream envelope escaped her grip and fell to the muddy floor. Her heart skittered when she saw the logo: three elegant letters in blue, spelling out the name of the top screenwriting agency in Hollywood, WME. She picked it up gingerly and quietly chided herself for getting so excited. It was going to be bad news. Of course it was. These neat squares of rejection arrived on a regular basis, but still she dared to dream. If that wasn’t allowed in this city, well, then there’d be no one left in LA. She slid a finger beneath the seal and opened it carefully. This could be the moment that changed her life and she wanted to remember the details. She touched the paper inside: thick, and heavy with quality. Surely they wouldn’t waste it on a rejection?

That was the problem with trying to make it here. Like a lovelorn suitor, you read outsize meaning into tiny detail: ‘he looked at me after that punchline, so I must be the one he likes’, or ‘he added a kiss emoji so surely that means he’s interested’. Lena pulled out the letter and allowed herself to envision the words: we loved your script, we loved your script, we loved your script. Maybe ‘manifesting’ could magic the response she so desperately needed.

She held her breath and read it: ‘Though there was much to admire we unfortunately didn’t feel strongly enough to be able to offer representation at this time. Due to the volume of pitches we receive, we cannot give individual feedback.’

The air shrank in her lungs, thinned by disappointment. You had to be resilient to make it in this city, but every rejection hurt. Every time she was told that she wasn’t quite good enough, it tightened something inside her: an anxiety that told her, you said five years. You said five years and then you’d leave. When she had moved to LA at the age of twenty-five, she had vowed that she wouldn’t spend her thirtieth birthday in her crappy flat. If she hadn’t made it by then, she’d reasoned, she would return to the UK with her tail between her legs and do the law conversion course that awaited her there. Her deadline was five months away – and it wasn’t merely theoretical. Lena had a place at the prestigious LSE, but her scholarship was only available to those under thirty. If things didn’t change here soon, she would have to give up and go back. The thought of her mother’s disdain at all these wasted years and the quiet smugness of all her old friends lined her stomach with dread. She ripped up the letter and threw it in the bin, then stared at it morosely, paralysed by this feeling.

‘Lena,’ called a voice behind her.

She turned to find her housemate in the foyer, shaking the rain from her hair. ‘Hey. What are you doing here? Aren’t you meant to be on a job?’

Johanna tutted. ‘The photographer didn’t turn up, the fucking cokehead, so we were sent home. We’re not even getting paid for fuck’s sake.’

‘Oh shit. I’m sorry.’

Johanna waved it off. She sidled up to Lena and grabbed her arm chummily. ‘So! I’ve got a thing tonight. Will you come?’

Lena sighed. Johanna, a model, was sent frequent invitations to events and parties. She would arrive home each evening and offer them to Lena like a fistful of daisies: a film premiere, charity gala, or launch of a luxury handbag. Tonight, it was a ‘Come as You Are’ party for Gucci, most likely at some bland white mansion overlooking the hills. Being seen was part of Johanna’s job and she often cajoled Lena into accompanying her – at least until she found someone else she knew.

‘I can’t. I have to be at the Aston.’

Johanna pursed her lips. Though twenty-seven, she still looked like a teenage girl – a fact that kept her in work despite being practically geriatric in the fashion industry. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘You’ve got a whole team there. Just bail and come with me.’

‘I’m not going to do that.’

‘Well, what time do you finish?’ she asked petulantly.

Lena checked her watch to make sure she wouldn’t be late. ‘I work six ’til eight. You know this.’

‘Okay, well, forget the Gucci thing. How about this party at Tag Heuer? It starts at eight but won’t get going ’til ten at the least?’

Lena hesitated. ‘We’ve been out a lot lately.’

‘Isn’t that why you moved to LA?’ said Johanna, with such excessive drama, one might think her an actress. Lena envied her for all the things that Lena was not: fun, spontaneous, carefree. People spoke of misspent youths, but Lena had had an unspent youth, too busy upholding the strict moral code of her conservative upbringing. LA was meant to be an antidote so when Johanna said those words, it felt like a correction: a reminder of why she had come out here five years ago, leaving an ailing career as a freelance writer to try her hand at the stage and screen. Everyone had told her that LA was different; not as classist as London where her English degree from a mid-tier uni was treated with disdain.

‘Well?’ Johanna pressed.

Lena threw up her hands. ‘Fine,’ she relented.

‘Oh, yippee!’ Johanna dipped into a mock English accent and clapped daintily.

Lena rolled her eyes. ‘So I’ll see you back here at eight fifteen?’

‘Yes, we’ll need time to sort …’ She waved at Lena’s outfit – an old pair of jeans and loose grey vest. ‘Whatever this is.’

‘Okay,’ Lena said gamely and turned to go.

‘Oh and one more thing,’ Johanna called just as Lena reached the threshold.

She turned, propping open the door with an elbow. ‘Yes?’

‘There will be lots of eligible bachelors there so we need to turn up the smoke show.’

Lena shook her head, but then laughed as the door swung shut behind her.
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The Aston Theatre was a crumbling old building that looked like it was on the wrong coast – all New York redbrick and curved iron balconies. The year 1922 was printed in smoky black letters above the panelled door, announcing the theatre a hundred years old. A dark stain ran along the piping and the pediment above a window was chipped. It desperately needed renovation, but Aston was a community theatre and funding for the arts was fiercely contended. Film and literature had been a lifeline for so many when the world stopped for two years, but art was still regarded a luxury; a thing posh kids did in lieu of law, medicine, accountancy. This wasn’t entirely wrong, of course. The arts were filled with boys and girls whose dads ran so-and-so bank or so-and-so conglomerate. Lena, in comparison, had come from poverty and it sickened her to think that the thing she loved most in the world – to write – was likely to keep her there. She and Johanna could slide into their executive Ubers dressed in complimentary haute couture and pretend that they lived the high life, but they went back home to a flat that was dark and cramped. She was so tired of living like that, so determined to make something happen. She couldn’t go on like this. She knew it was all too easy for five years to turn into ten, or fifteen, and before she knew it, she would be one of those seventy-year-old women prancing around in community theatre, her frustrated ambitions as loud and obvious as the zany bracelets that clinked on her wrist. No, these five months was it for her – her last chance saloon.

She pulled open the door to the theatre and was hit with the smell of sawdust and bergamot. She walked into the writers’ room, really a glorified broom cupboard. It felt close and humid after the surprise springtime rain.

‘Okay, settle this for us, Lena,’ said Ahmed, a twenty-four-year-old hipster whose beard was often mistaken for religious. ‘Best fictional detective. Sherlock Holmes or Poirot?’

Lena scoffed. ‘Wrong and wrong. It’s obviously Columbo.’

Gloria clicked her fingers. ‘How did we forget Columbo?’ A forty-something import from Miami, she had leathery skin that lined when she spoke.

‘I reckon it’s Holmes,’ said Ahmed.

Gloria clucked derisively and the two of them began to bicker as Lena set up her laptop. They waited for Brianna, the leader of their ragtag group. Formally, they each had roles – Brianna, the director; Ahmed, the audiovisuals; Lena, the writer; and Gloria, the set and costume designer – but they all pitched in by necessity. Their funding was scant and they each took home a nominal wage with little margin for extra staff.

Brianna strode in and sat at the head of the table. She was in her late fifties and had the mien of a serious auteur: pinched mouth and frequent scowl. Ahmed and Gloria often aped her secretly, but they all had an abiding respect for her. She was sharp and incisive, and unafraid to check egos when needed. Today, she seemed especially tense.

‘Okay, kids, I have some news.’ She squared the edges of the script in front of her. ‘I’m afraid to say that we’ve lost our Mogford funding.’ Her formal tone slipped a little, revealing unease beneath. ‘They’ve had a couple of awful years and are cutting back on charitable activities.’

Lena felt a spike of anxiety. The Aston was already teetering on the edge of oblivion. To lose their biggest funder would surely send them tumbling.

Brianna cleared her throat. ‘Now obviously, this isn’t good for the theatre, but we have options. We’re going to seek emergency funding, but that’s not guaranteed. So …’ She took an audible breath, bolstering herself. ‘We have got to give Please Understand everything we’ve got. If it doesn’t turn a profit, we’re going to be in real trouble.’

Lena bristled. Please Understand was her first full-length stage show. To put it under so much pressure felt unduly daunting. The play was a two-hander with a yet-to-be-cast eleven-year-old girl who acts as a translator for her immigrant father who cannot speak English. The girl, an aspiring footballer called Hana, helps her dad at a hospital appointment and its attendant challenges. She is both proud of her role and cowed by it, shrinking visibly when she can’t understand a word like cyst. Hana speaks to the audience about the fears and frustrations of navigating systems like the NHS and HMRC, in a language her dad can’t understand. The play was an homage to the East London of Lena’s childhood and the people with whom she grew up. It was the best thing she had written, but to task it with saving the theatre felt like certain failure.

Brianna rapped the table with her knuckles. ‘But let’s not let that distract us,’ she said. ‘We’ve got a job to do so let’s do it.’ She motioned at the script and turned to a scene in which Hana clashes with some bailiffs.

The team worked diligently, but their camaraderie had a forced quality as if they themselves were reading off a script. Midway through the evening, after her third cup of coffee, Brianna shook her head as if losing an argument with herself.

‘I think we have a problem, kids.’ She tapped the script. ‘It’s bugged me all throughout and I think we need to fix it. Right now, our girl, Hana, is talking to the audience in English and the idea is that her dad can’t understand her – but why can’t he see the audience? It feels too contrived. Can we find a way to do this more naturally?’

Ahmed frowned. ‘But actors break the fourth wall all the time.’

‘Yes, but as a break from the action. Here, it happens in parallel to the action, so why doesn’t the dad notice?’

Lena instantly saw the problem. Something about the structure had bothered her too and Brianna had just pinpointed the issue. For the next hour, they worked on the problem to no avail. Just as they approached the end of the session, Lena had an idea.

‘What if Hana is talking to her dad?’

Brianna frowned. ‘But he can’t understand her.’

‘That’s fine. Maybe he’s trying to, or maybe he’s humouring her. Maybe he thinks she’s being playful or silly – but really she’s expressing all these frustrations that she can’t be honest about and so is speaking to him in English so she doesn’t hurt him. She does an adult job and has to think about these adult things.’

Brianna considered this, then broke into a rare grin. ‘That could work. It’s so simple but elegant.’ She laughed a little, surprised by the solution. ‘That’s actually a brilliant idea.’

Lena beamed, warmed by the praise. There were days – so many days – when she doubted if she was actually good. When you had tried so hard and for so long with only rejection to show for it, it was hard not to blame yourself. These small seeds of praise were just enough sustenance.

‘I think we’re gonna do it, kids.’ Brianna’s spirits lifted. ‘I think we’re gonna save this grand old place.’

Lena felt a thrum of hope. Maybe this would be her ticket to the big time. She had come to LA to do big things. With five months of runway left, maybe she was finally on her way.
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Johanna smoothed her dress, a burnt-orange sheath that skimmed her frame and made her blonde hair seem fiery. Usually, Lena felt ungainly next to her waif-like housemate, but today she felt feminine; maybe even sexy. The two of them had prodded her body into one of Johanna’s sample sizes and though it had initially seemed impossible, it somehow fit her perfectly. The racing-green silk was liquid on her skin. Cut-out panels at the waist exposed her light brown tone and the asymmetrical neckline showed off her shoulder and collarbone. Her dark hair was in a loose chignon while Johanna’s practised hand had made her features more pronounced: her eyes seemed bigger, her delicate cheekbones sharper, her subtle brows darker. Lena marvelled at what an expensive dress and good heels could do. Maybe tonight she could hold her own after all.

‘Are we going to be late?’ asked Lena, checking her watch. ‘It’s already nine thirty.’

‘Relax. This party will go on all night.’ Johanna snaked an arm around Lena’s waist. ‘You look fucking stunning.’

Lena rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, until I stand next to you and your model mates.’

‘Fuck off with your false modesty.’

Lena accepted this with a diffident nod and leaned into her friend. ‘Thank you for bringing me along.’ She often griped about these outings, but without Johanna, she could have easily slipped into loneliness. It was a hazard in LA. Everyone seemed to have more friends than you and, with them, a better time.

Johanna ordered an Uber and they gingerly descended the stairs. The elevator was out of commission as usual. Outside, Lena was hit with humidity, the surprise rain long steamed off the pavement. As they waited for their ride, two men paused nearby. They were both about six feet tall, athletic, and sweaty as if they’d just left a basketball court.

‘Evening, ladies,’ said one of them, the more muscular of the two.

Johanna smiled. ‘Evening, boys,’ she said with a hint of amusement.

The men bristled with possibility. Lena knew how easily Johanna did this, but was still amazed by the effect of a mere two words from her lips.

‘Where are you off to?’

‘A party,’ Johanna answered, still smiling. That was the thing about her. She was fun and forthright; none of this coy wouldn’t you like to know, or playing it cool and aloof. She was open about the fact that she liked the attention.

The second man looked at Lena. ‘I’m Jake and this is Ben,’ he said. The slight catch in his voice made her smile instinctively and she saw him react to it. Maybe she had it too, whatever it was. Only, she couldn’t turn it on at will. Lena’s conservative upbringing meant she was always too rigid and wary for the push and pull of effortless flirting.

‘Where’s the party at?’ asked Ben.

‘In the hills. It’s an industry thing.’

‘Can we come?’

Johanna laughed – a playful, teenage sound. ‘I’m afraid not, boys, but I hope you enjoy your evening.’

‘Can I get your number?’ asked Ben.

Johanna considered this. ‘Tell you what: give me yours and we’ll see where that takes us.’ As the two of them flirted, Jake turned back to Lena.

‘See, he’s beaten me to the punch so now if I ask for your number, I’ll look like I’m just copying him.’

Lena held up a palm. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I’m just passing through.’

‘How long are you here for? I’d love to show you around.’

‘Oh, that’s okay,’ she said evasively.

Jake gave her a sheepish look. ‘It was worth a try, but I guess a girl like you wouldn’t even spit on a guy like me.’

‘No, I would,’ said Lena. ‘I’d spit on you.’

The other two happened to fall silent at the very same moment and looked over curiously. She read the message on Johanna’s face. Girl, you need to seriously work on your game.

Their Uber beeped, cutting into the conversation.

‘Call me maybe,’ Ben said to Johanna. She gave him an arresting smile and slid into the Uber. Lena raised an awkward hand at Jake.

He puckered his lips in regret. ‘Have a nice night.’

Lena got in the car and the door caught on her seatbelt the first time round. She pulled it free and tried again, and the Uber rushed away.

‘“I’d spit on you”?’ said Johanna. ‘Please tell me that was kinky talk.’

Lena gave a sardonic laugh. ‘Ha, I wish.’

Johanna studied her. ‘Do you?’

Lena lifted a shoulder, non-committal.

Johanna leaned forward to catch her eye. ‘Because you often make those quips, but from where I’m sitting, you could have whatever you wish when it comes to guys like Jake.’

‘I was only joking.’

‘But were you?’ Johanna pressed her. ‘Lena, you came to LA to make it big and have fun, and I hate to say this but it seems like you’re not doing either. I know the screenwriting stuff is hard – really fucking hard – but having fun is not.’

‘You don’t get it.’

‘So explain it to me. You always say “you don’t get it” and no, I don’t ’cause thank fuck my parents were hippies who told me to fuck whoever I want, so explain it to me.’

Lena swallowed. ‘Growing up in my family was sort of like … indoctrination. It gets so deep and ingrained. I try – I really try – to relax and have fun, but it’s not something as facile as my mother’s voice in my head but my belief – my own deep belief – that if I let a guy take what he wants, then he won’t respect me. Then I won’t respect me.’

‘So you’re slut-shaming yourself?’

Lena exhaled. ‘Yeah, I guess I am.’ She expected Johanna to be glib; to tell her she needed to get laid, but instead she gripped her hand fiercely.

‘Lena, you have limited time in which to have fun and then, bam, it’s over. You’ve got to get over this mediaeval bullshit.’

Lena nodded. ‘You’re right,’ she said, but could she really shrug off years of conditioning in pursuit of fun?

‘Of course I’m fucking right.’ Johanna kissed Lena’s cheek, then gently rubbed off the lipstick. They settled into a companionable quiet as the car snaked through the LA night and ascended into the hills.
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A loud splash cut through the music as a man leapt fully clothed into the pool. Lena watched with false amusement, trying to seem at ease. Johanna had been commandeered by her fashion colleagues, leaving Lena alone. She told herself to network but instead hovered on the periphery. She was wary of unwittingly accosting somebody famous and looking like a groupie. She drained her cocktail and headed back to the bar, a sleek white slab of plastic planted in the massive garden. She asked for another mojito, shouting to make herself heard above the thumping bassline. It was heavy and insistent and thrummed through her very skull. Glass in hand, she retreated from the bar, back to the safety of a wall. Soon, as with any of these parties, a middle-aged man approached her. He planted his hands on either side of her, boxing Lena inside. Though nearly thirty, she still hadn’t learnt the fine art of telling a man to fuck off. She politely entertained him while slugging down her drink. When her glass was finally empty, she held it up like a weapon.

‘I’m just going to get a top-up,’ she said, ducking under his arm and hurrying away before he could offer to join her. She deposited the glass on a passing tray and went inside to hunt for a bathroom. She climbed a white marble staircase and slunk along the corridor, not entirely certain that guests were welcome up here. She noticed an open door that led out to a balcony. It faced away from the party, onto a manicured rose garden instead of the Hollywood Hills. She slipped through the door and into the balmy night, drinking in relief. Here, the party was muted: not a growling beast but gentle and domestic. A cloud of mites danced around the fairy lights in the otherwise empty garden. She leaned forward to watch them and let herself relax.

Something shifted in her periphery, making her startle. The shadow there clarified into the shape of a man. He had loosened his tie and had the edgy, angry energy of someone who loathed wearing a suit. Their eyes met and she registered … contempt?

‘I’m sorry,’ she said by instinct. ‘I can leave.’

‘It’s fine,’ he said with the barest lift of a shoulder.

She tried to discern his accent. American with a distinct European bent, but she couldn’t pinpoint where. She studied him for a moment for he seemed somehow familiar. ‘Have we met?’ she asked.

A smile curled the corner of his lips, but it wasn’t warm. There was a mocking in it. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. His gaze dropped to the exposed skin of her waist, but then he looked away, leisurely, almost bored.

It rankled her, but she didn’t show it. She turned away too, feigning nonchalance, but her skin felt strangely prickly. She let the silence steep, determined not to work to put them both at ease.

He rubbed a hand across his face. ‘God, I fucking hate these things.’

She was surprised by his candour. ‘They can be a bit much,’ she said, cringing at her own banality. She stole another glance at him. There was something familiar in his face: the stubble, the dark hair, the strong jaw and aggressive energy. She squinted, trying hard to place him. Then, it hit her: he was Nico Laurent, a Formula One driver – last year’s world champion and heir apparent to the great Lewis Hamilton. It clicked into place. No wonder he was so arrogant.

He saw that she recognised him and half shrugged. So what if I am? Lena held eye contact to show him she wasn’t flustered, but when his gaze intensified, she felt her skin blush red. A smile was on his lips – more genuine now. He was enjoying her discomfort. Lena wanted desperately to wipe her upper lip. She could feel the sweat collecting there. Instead, she leaned against the balcony and watched the dancing mites. She could feel Nico staring at her, but refused to look his way. After a beat, she sensed him shift closer to her. The nearness of him made her unsteady and she gripped the lip of the balcony. He waited and when still she didn’t look at him, he stepped into the space behind her. His presence hummed like a magnetic field and Lena stayed very still, attuned to his every move. She could feel the heat of him, achingly close to her. With his chest against her back, he traced a single knuckle along the open seam of her dress, barely brushing her skin. His touch made her rigid. He added a second knuckle, the twin strokes eliciting little catches in her breath. He leaned in closer in a heady mix of cigar and whisky and slid his hand beneath the seam. He pressed the slightest tip of his finger into the dip of her navel. Lena’s body reacted, preening beneath his touch. Faintly, her conscience protested. She couldn’t let him do this. Did he think she would relent mere minutes after meeting him?

His voice was low and blew wisps of her hair loose. ‘If you want me to stop, say red.’

He traced a path across her stomach and down between her legs. Lena tensed but a little moan escaped her lips. Lightly, he brushed his thumb over the flimsy sheen of her underwear. Lena pressed against it, feeling herself grow wet. Nico made a sound in her ear – a low growl, like a warning. He closed one arm around her waist, locking her in place. The power in his grip made her shiver. He pressed his body against her, firm and insistent, and she could feel from the tension in his chest that he was trying to restrain himself. Lena moved against his fingers, needing more from him. He stroked her, not yet skin on skin, until she began to quiver – and then, cruelly, he withdrew. Lena moaned in displeasure and turned to him searchingly. He kissed her then – a long, slow kiss that made her unsteady. She felt his hard-on and pressed against it. Nico groaned and searched for ways to get at her skin. But when he found the zip at the back of her dress, Lena pulled away from him.

‘Wait,’ she said. She wanted somewhere more discreet. He unzipped the dress and tugged it off her shoulder. He yanked it down and revealed her bra. Her nipples were clearly visible through the sheer black material and Nico exhaled at the sight of them. He moved the fabric aside and took her bare breast in his mouth. The pleasure was instant and immense. Lena felt weightless, tipsy with disbelief. When Nico pulled back, Lena’s senses resurfaced briefly. ‘Wait,’ she told him. She tried to hold him at a distance, but he gripped her hands and pinned them behind her, easily circling her wrists with his fingers. His mouth on her skin grew hungry, teeth bared in want. Lena twisted away from him. ‘Nico, wait.’

His body tensed and he pulled back briefly to look her in the eye. ‘Listen. Say red if you want me to stop.’

Lena’s breath was quick and shallow. She took a moment to steady herself, then nodded.

‘Say the word,’ Nico instructed. ‘Tell me what you’ll say.’

Lena trembled. ‘I’ll say red.’

Nico studied her closely. ‘You’re okay?’

‘Yes.’

On hearing that word, his clarity faded again, giving way to a baser instinct. He bent and took her nipple in his mouth, her hands still pinned in one of his. There was aggression in his touch, but knowing that the word was there – red – Lena let him take control. He wrenched her dress down and they both heard it rip. The sound ignited something inside him and he grabbed her hair in his fist, tugging to the point of pain. When he didn’t ease, she tried to pull away but he restrained her easily. He unzipped himself and Lena realised that he meant to fuck her right there on the balcony.

‘Nico, wait.’

‘I can’t wait,’ he said, low and urgent.

His need for her was intoxicating and Lena struggled against him, adding more heat to it. When he couldn’t restrain her, he lifted her up onto the balcony wall – a two-storey drop behind her. Lena instinctually grabbed at him. He smiled, satisfied, and tipped her backwards to spark her panic. She cried out and clasped at his shirt. He pushed up her dress and when he put his fingers between her legs, Lena was soaking wet. He brought his fingers to his lips and licked them, making her quiver. She clung to him, her body keening with desire, all the more acute combined with her fear. Nico manoeuvred himself against her and, after an extraordinary moment of stillness, pushed his way inside her. He tipped her back so that she wouldn’t – couldn’t – resist; would cling to him instead. He moved inside her and Lena felt possessed by him, utterly in his control, and not just because of where he had her but what she was willing to let him do to her: completely strip her of self-control. She submitted and let her body take over. She arched against him, crying out as he moved inside her. She felt the pressure build and just as she was on the cusp of coming, Nico pulled away. Lena cried out in disbelief. She was keyed up and desperately needed release. Nico pressed the tip of his cock against her, not entering her, but rubbing it against her, making her tremble. The sensation was too much to take and she bowed against him, letting herself cave. He rubbed harder and her juices soaked his cock until, finally, blissfully, and with something akin to delirium, she came: an explosion that filled her sight with starbursts. Nico made a deep, shuddering sound and pushed inside her again. This time, he was rough, clawing the nape of her neck and thrusting deep as her body was rocked back and forth. She felt another orgasm build and moved to his faster, frenetic rhythm. His groans were buried in her neck until, finally, he came with a guttural roar. She felt him deep inside her. His arms circled her to the point of pain and, in that moment, his power was so absolute, it felt like a form of worship.

And, then, his body relaxed, the adrenaline rushing out of it. He folded against her, his head pressed against her neck. His panting slowed to a patter and the warmth of his body radiated into hers. She held him and when he finally pulled away, she was left strangely bereft. He zipped up and leaned his head on the balcony wall, folding his arms for a cushion. His chest rose and fell and she watched him carefully. He began to laugh – a sound of release, of relief, of freedom.

Straightening, he bent his head towards the night sky and laughed with abandon. Lena waited for him to look at her. He righted his jacket and, for one awful moment, she thought he would leave without even acknowledging her. He pocketed his tie and looked across at her. Lena felt acutely self-conscious, her body on display. He approached her and gently cupped the back of her neck, then leaned forward and kissed her. The aggression had left him and the kiss was soft, tender, stunning. She met his ice-blue eyes and instinctively held her breath. He brushed back a panel of her hair, now loose from its chignon, and leaned in close to her ear, his breath hot in the curl of it.

‘Thank you,’ he said. Briefly, he rested his head on her shoulder. A smile, not unkind, was on his lips as he turned and walked away, stepping through the double doors and back to the party downstairs.

Lena stared at his wake, stunned by a rush of emotion: shock that he had left, the sting of wounded pride, but also a sense of elation, of being thoroughly exorcised of something, of being gifted something else – freedom, lightness, even glee.

Lena’s legs began to shake and she buckled to the floor. There, she sat and caught her breath, the night springy and light around her. It took her a long time to gather herself: to refasten her bra, to pull her dress back up, to calm the race of her heart. She saw that the rip in her dress had made the slit deeper but not noticeably so. She raked her hands through her hair and gathered it into a bun, using a moonlit pane of glass as a guide. It was only when she looked composed that she felt the urge to cry – as if her body knew that she could be in either physical or mental disarray, but not both at the same time. She blinked rapidly, waiting for the knot in her throat to ease. When it did, she ventured back into the house and slipped into a bathroom off the upper corridor.

There, she cleaned and inspected herself. She stared into the mirror. She had fucked Nico Laurent. Or, more accurately, Nico Laurent had fucked her – not by force, but a few shades close to it; magenta to its red. She held that knowledge like a stone, inspected it for sharp edges, and found it flat and smooth. The truth was that she had wanted it. She wanted him. She wanted to be fucked by him. And now that she had, she wanted it again.

So this is how it felt, she marvelled. To want something – to want someone – so intensely, that it blacked out conscious thought. There, stood in front of the mirror, she threw back her head and echoed Nico’s laughter: a bright, careless sound that almost made her teary with joy.

When the laughter abated, she checked herself one final time and slipped into the corridor. She returned downstairs and scanned the room for Nico. When an acquaintance gripped her elbow, she gracefully eluded him and moved across the room, searching for Nico’s athletic frame. She rehearsed what she would say to him. Can we … ? Do you want to … ? I need to … Please …

Half an hour later, it became clear that Nico had left the party. Lena’s elation gave way to something else: a dark and heavy ennui. She stood to one side, guzzling champagne to wash down her disappointment. A hand brushed her shoulder and she wheeled round, certain it would be him. Instead, she found Johanna.

‘Lena, where’ve you been? I’ve been looking for you!’ Johanna was about to scold her, but something shifted in her face. ‘Are you … okay?’

Lena smiled brightly. ‘Yeah.’

Johanna studied her. ‘Did something happen?’

Lena lifted a shoulder. ‘I wish,’ she said with a laugh.

Johanna’s frown evaporated, shifted easily back into camaraderie. ‘Listen, I’m going home with Harry.’ She held up a hand pre-emptively. ‘I know, I know, but it’s purely a business arrangement.’

Normally, Lena would protest. Johanna’s ex, Harry, treated her like trash, but, tonight, she didn’t have the energy to argue. ‘Fine.’

Johanna raised a brow in surprise. ‘You’ll be okay getting home?’

‘Yes.’

‘Great.’ Johanna pecked her cheek. ‘See you tomorrow.’

Lena watched her friend disappear into the crowd. She scanned the room one final time and then left with resignation to wait for her cab. Suddenly cold, she shivered in the night air.

A white Prius pulled up and the driver asked, ‘Lena?’

‘Yes.’ She slipped inside.

‘How’s your evening been?’

‘Good, thanks.’

The driver sensed her mood and fell quiet. He steered her out of the long driveway. As he sped up, she noticed a lone figure at the edge of the rose garden, gazing into the darkness. She recognised him immediately and almost urged the driver to stop. She imagined running across the gravel. Can we … ? Do you want to … ? I need to … Please … Instead, she watched his silhouette grow smaller and then finally disappear.








Chapter 2

The sun was on her eyelids, warm and tingling, almost painful. She roused a little and realised that she hadn’t drawn her blinds. Light filtered into the small, square bedroom and splintered across the rough wooden floorboards. She must have drunk more than she had planned last night. A memory clarified in her mind and she jolted wide awake, sitting up ramrod straight.

She had fucked Nico Laurent last night. She had fucked Formula One world champion Nico Laurent. Minutes after meeting him. Her stomach fluttered and it came to her in a heady rush: the feel of his skin on hers, the muscles rippling beneath his sleeves, the ferocity beneath the surface. His strength and insistence, the sound of him losing control.

Lena clamped her hands over her mouth – and, then, she began to laugh. It had actually happened. To her. She shook her head and fell back on her pillow. She grabbed fistfuls of her sheets and yelled in delight. It was the first time in her life that she’d had a one-night stand. She felt something wild and electric in the base of her gut: a sense of possibility, of promise. Is this who Lena could be? A woman who didn’t worry about the consequences? Who wasn’t weighed down with pre-emptive shame? A woman who was impetuous, thoughtless, carefree? She held the promise like a delicate flower, reluctant to look too closely lest it break the spell.

She stepped out of bed and
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