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      Prologue

      
      Claire shivered as Dan’s tongue trailed across her breast, his teeth lightly grazing her nipple as he took it in his mouth.
         She tried to ignore the distractingly loud thudding of her heart and concentrate on the delicious sensation of Dan’s lips
         on her skin, his hand moving between her legs … But as she slowly surfaced from unconsciousness, she realised that the thumping
         sound wasn’t coming from inside her own body. Reluctant to face the reality that she was alone in bed with only a paralysing
         hangover for company, she kept her eyes shut, trying to cling to the lingering sense of bliss from her dream. Despite the
         jagged pain behind her eyes, she woke with a vague feeling of contentment mingled with excitement. There was something floating
         on the edge of her brain that was causing her to smile into her pillow as she burrowed into it and tried to get back to sleep.
      

      
      It was no use. She gave up. Opening her eyes with a heavy sigh, she was startled to find Dan pogoing at the foot of her bed,
         hopping around half in, half out of his jeans, trying to keep his balance while he put his second leg in. Just as Claire sat
         up, he lost the battle, caught his foot in the waistband and crashed to the floor with a grunt.
      

      
      
      Claire flicked on a lamp, then scrabbled to the end of the bed and peered over at him where he lay sprawled on the floor.
         ‘You okay?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, fine.’ His eyes didn’t meet hers, and a cold feeling crept over her. She had slept with Dan last night – that was what
         had given her that lovely tingly feeling, but before she had time to wallow in the triumph and magic of what had happened,
         she was faced with the sight of Dan lying on his back like an overturned beetle trying to right himself, and the humiliating
         reality of what that meant. He had been trying to sneak off while she was still asleep. She glanced to the window. It was
         still dark outside.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,’ Dan whispered as he scrambled to his feet.

      
      Clearly, Claire thought.
      

      
      ‘I think I’m still drunk,’ he said as he zipped up his jeans.

      
      ‘What time is it?’ Claire croaked. She picked up her phone from the nightstand. It was almost six. They had been drinking
         until well after three. And then they’d had sex. She wasn’t sure how long that had taken, but he couldn’t have had more than
         an hour or two of sleep.
      

      
      ‘You go back to sleep.’ He made a ‘stay’ gesture, splaying his hand in her direction. Then he turned away, grabbed the rest
         of his clothes from the chair and pulled them on quickly with his back to her.
      

      
      Claire watched in dumbfounded silence. She wished she could say something – ask him to stay, suggest they go for breakfast
         together – but it was obvious he wanted to get away from her.
      

      
      ‘See you around,’ he mumbled, turning in her direction as he pulled on his denim jacket, still not making eye contact. And
         then he was gone.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, see you,’ Claire whispered to herself. She sank back against the pillows, too stunned to react, struggling to take
         it all in. She couldn’t reconcile Dan’s sweet, affectionate behaviour the previous night with the shifty way he had just acted, legging
         it out of her place so fast it made her head spin. Her feelings were too much of a jumble – she had gone from elation to utter
         devastation too quickly to assimilate it. Her banging head wasn’t helping. She scrabbled in her bag on the floor and found
         some Nurofen. She took a couple, and drank the glass of water that was sitting on her nightstand. Then she lay down, hoping
         the headache would ease before she had to get up for college.
      

      
      Images of the previous night played across her brain like movie clips – Dan kissing her, pulling off her T-shirt, touching
         her in a way she’d longed for. Gorgeous Dan, her best friend’s brother, whom she had secretly loved from the moment they had
         met in the student bar on the first night of term six months earlier. She’d met Nikki on the first day of their course – an
         MA in creative writing – and they had found a flat together shortly after. Dan was a doctorate student of history at the same
         university. The three of them hung out together a lot, and Claire considered Dan a friend. Though he had flirted with her
         often – usually when he was drunk – he had never acted on it, and she had come to accept that he didn’t mean it and she shouldn’t
         take it seriously. She had resigned herself to the fact that her love would always be unrequited and they would never have
         more than a platonic friendship. Then that had all changed.
      

      
      The three of them had gone to a bar in town and stayed until closing time. Nikki had picked up a guy there, an American tourist
         called Joe, and the four of them had gone back to the flat and continued drinking in Nikki’s room into the small hours. They
         had listened to music – Nikki and Joe sat on the bed sharing a joint and an intense deep-and-meaningful, while Claire slow
         danced with Dan, snuggling into him unguardedly, the alcohol overcoming her inhibitions. She was usually careful how she behaved
         around Dan, wary of letting her feelings show. She was sure he didn’t feel the same way, and she didn’t want things to be awkward between
         them. Dan had been affectionate and tactile, as he often was with her when he was drunk, lightly nuzzling her neck, sliding
         his hand under her top to stroke the skin of her back as they shuffled around the room together. It was nothing new, and Claire
         enjoyed it for what it was. She hadn’t expected anything to happen.
      

      
      And nothing would have happened, only Dan missed the last bus home to his house-share on the other side of town. It was obvious
         where things with Joe and Nikki were leading, so Dan couldn’t crash in his sister’s room, and since Claire and Nikki’s ‘flat’
         was really just adjoining bedsits with a shared kitchen and bathroom, there was no living-room sofa where he could crash.
      

      
      ‘You can stay in Claire’s room,’ Nikki had said blithely. ‘You don’t mind, do you, Claire?’ Nikki had no idea how Claire felt
         about Dan, and Claire wanted it to stay that way. It would be too embarrassing if Nikki found out she was crushing on her
         brother. So she had said that she didn’t mind at all. ‘He doesn’t snore. Promise,’ Nikki had said as she’d pushed them out
         the door.
      

      
      Claire had led Dan next door to her room. She had grabbed the T-shirt she slept in and crept off to change in the bathroom.
         When she’d got back, Dan was already under the covers. She had got in beside him, making sure to leave as wide a gap as possible
         between them so they weren’t touching. Then she had turned out the light and said goodnight, trying not to think about the
         fact that Dan was in bed with her. But then she had felt his hand in her hair, and he had leaned over and kissed her. She
         had turned to him, closing the gap between them. And then one thing had led to another …
      

      
      It hadn’t been amazing sex, but she had just been so happy that she was finally with Dan the way she’d always wanted to be.
         She had wondered briefly if perhaps she should fake an orgasm, but she felt too awkward about doing that. She hadn’t really been expecting the earth to move anyway. Dan was only the second
         guy she’d ever slept with. The first had been the boyfriend she’d had during her first year as an undergraduate. They had
         been together for nine months, and the sex had never been great for her. She had enjoyed the cuddling and closeness but, at
         twenty-four, she had yet to experience an orgasm that hadn’t been self-administered. When she’d lain beside Dan, too keyed
         up to sleep, she had already been looking forward to the morning, to breakfast, to doing it again, to months of pub lunches,
         long walks and hand-holding coupledom.
      

      
      And now it was over as quickly as it had begun – quicker, in fact. Feeling very sorry for herself, Claire buried her face
         in her pillow and let the tears flow. There was another hour before she had to get up.
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      ‘I hope my brother didn’t make a nuisance of himself last night,’ Nikki said later as they walked to college.

      
      ‘No, not at all.’ Claire tried to sound blasé. She just hoped Dan wouldn’t fill his sister in on what had happened, but considering
         the way he’d behaved, that didn’t seem likely.
      

      
      ‘How was your … guest?’ she asked Nikki. ‘I hope he didn’t make a nuisance of himself.’

      
      ‘Only in the best possible way.’ Nikki grinned wickedly. ‘I might even have him back.’

      
      ‘Really? It’s not like you to give a repeat performance.’

      
      ‘I know. But I’m thinking of doing a matinee this afternoon – if I can fit it in between classes, and work it into Joe’s itinerary.
         He’s only in Edinburgh for a couple of days and he has a very rigid sightseeing schedule. I might have to fuck him up at Arthur’s
         Seat – kill two birds with one stone.’
      

      
      
      Claire laughed.

      
      ‘So, what time did Dan skedaddle this morning? I couldn’t believe he’d already gone. You usually have to blast him out of
         the sack with TNT.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I think he had an early lecture this morning, and he had to go home first and get his stuff.’

      
      ‘How’s your head?’ Nikki asked as they walked across the campus.

      
      ‘Banging. I feel like shit.’

      
      ‘Me too. Let’s carb-load all day. I’ll meet you for lunch in the canteen, yeah?’

      
      ‘Great.’ They entered the main building and stopped in the corridor before going their separate ways.

      
      ‘And drink lots of coffee,’ Nikki said as she turned to go. ‘Your eyes are drooping already, and we’ve got Dr Hottie this
         afternoon. You want to be wide awake for that.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ Claire smiled, feeling marginally brighter at the thought of their afternoon workshop with her favourite tutor, Dr
         Hugh Slater, aka Dr Hottie.
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      ‘We’re having lasagne and chips,’ Nikki announced as they made their way to the canteen at lunchtime. ‘Plenty of fat and carbs.
         Ugh, why did we think drinking on a school night was a good idea?’
      

      
      Claire followed Nikki’s instructions, and they loaded up their trays with lasagne, chips and apple crumble for dessert.

      
      ‘God, you look even worse than I do,’ Nikki said when they’d sat down, surveying Claire’s face.

      
      ‘Thanks.’

      
      Claire had struggled to keep her eyes open during her lectures – and to keep them off her mobile. She hadn’t been able to
         help glancing at it furtively throughout the morning, hoping for a message from Dan – but the screen had remained ominously dark.
      

      
      Nikki’s phone pinged and she picked it up. ‘Dan feels like shit too,’ she said, scrolling through a text. ‘I’ll ask him if
         he wants to come over for a hangover feed tonight.’ She typed into her phone.
      

      
      After a few seconds, during which Claire held her breath and clenched her fists under the table, Nikki’s mobile pinged again.

      
      ‘Huh! He says he’s going straight home to bed after his last lecture. Wimp!’ She tossed the phone onto the table. ‘It’s not
         like him to pass up a free feed.’
      

      
      That’s it, Claire thought. He doesn’t want to see me. He’s started avoiding me already. Tears stung the backs of her eyes and she stared down at her plate, blinking hard. She couldn’t cry now. Nikki would want
         to know what was wrong, and she wouldn’t give up until it all came out.
      

      
      ‘Oh well!’ Nikki said cheerfully. ‘All the more for us.’ She forked a chip. ‘And I’m going to make us a curry too, so – his
         loss.’ She stuffed the chip into her mouth.
      

      
      They were on their dessert when they were joined by Martha, another member of their creative writing group.

      
      ‘Hello, girls.’ Martha was a mature student, a plump middle-aged woman with a wild mop of frizzy dark hair and a jovial air.
         ‘How are we this afternoon?’
      

      
      ‘Hungover to fuck!’ Nikki answered.

      
      ‘Oh, dear. The follies of youth! I remember what that was like.’

      
      Claire smiled because Martha was a bit of a party animal and just as capable of getting hammered as they were.

      
      ‘What did we all think of Paul’s chapter?’ Martha asked with a sly smile. Reading and critiquing each other’s novels was at
         the heart of their MA course, and they would discuss them in the afternoon workshop.
      

      
      
      ‘Please.’ Nikki clapped a hand to her mouth and mimed dry heaving. ‘I feel nauseous enough as it is without being reminded
         of that. The sex!’
      

      
      ‘Hideous, wasn’t it? I’ve been trying to come up with something positive to say all morning, but I’m stumped.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’m just going to give it to him between the eyes,’ Nikki said. ‘All that stuff about her dry passage, and the guy constantly
         checking for damp “down there” like some kind of building inspector! Jesus!’
      

      
      ‘Yes, so sexy.’ Martha chuckled. ‘It’s no wonder she had a dry passage.’

      
      ‘Oh well, at least we know not to shag Paul,’ Nikki said.

      
      ‘We don’t have to worry about that,’ Martha said. ‘Emma’s the only one on our course who’s getting a shag.’

      
      ‘Paul will have his work cut out if he wants to shag her,’ Nikki said. ‘Emma’ s a very popular girl.’

      
      Emma was the daughter of a top literary agent, and, as such, was hotly sought after not only by her fellow students, but by
         the tutors too, most of whom had rejected manuscripts languishing in their desk drawers that they hoped to dust off some day.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Claire?’ Martha asked. ‘You’re very quiet.’

      
      ‘I’m just tired – and very hungover.’ Claire gave her a weak smile.

      
      ‘I loved your chapter. And you could teach Paul a thing or two about writing sex. Yours was lovely.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Claire had written a fumbling, first-time sex scene between her two teen protagonists. It was very low-key and understated,
         but she had been happy with it. ‘I really enjoy writing sex.’ On the basis of her experiences so far, she enjoyed writing
         about it more than actually having it. ‘But I don’t get the opportunity to write many sex scenes, and certainly nothing very
         explicit. It’s one of the drawbacks of writing for teens.’
      

      
      
      ‘I love writing sex,’ Martha said, ‘and I’m told I’m rather good at it. But unfortunately there’s not much scope in my current
         novel.’ Martha was writing a story about a group of retirees walking the Camino de Santiago. ‘Even if the spirit was willing,
         my oldies are on their feet all day, poor things, and at night they’re too knackered to get up to anything.’
      

      
      ‘I must admit, I tend to avoid writing about it,’ Nikki said. ‘Sex happens, but I shut the bedroom door. It’s a bit of a cop-out,
         but I’d rather not write it at all than do it badly.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a definite skill,’ Martha said, ‘and one I think it’s worth mastering.’

      
      ‘Especially now, when erotica’s all the rage,’ Nikki said.

      
      ‘Why don’t we give ourselves a challenge, the three of us?’ Martha said. ‘Just for fun. We each write a sexy story – doesn’t
         matter what, as long as there’s plenty of sex and no closed doors. Then we can read and critique each other’s. What say you?’
      

      
      ‘I think it’s a great idea,’ Nikki said with a smile. ‘I’m in!’

      
      ‘Claire?’

      
      ‘Yes, count me in too. I’d like to try writing something raunchier, and it would be great to get some feedback.’

      
      ‘We’ll give ourselves plenty of time, so it won’t interfere with our coursework or our novels. Say, until the end of term?
         That gives us six weeks.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we’d better get along and start laying into Paul.’ Nikki stood and picked up her tray. ‘That ego isn’t going to deflate
         itself.’
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      ‘I think you could have an award-winner on your hands, Paul,’ Oscar said. Eight pairs of eyebrows shot up. Paul and Oscar
         were bitter rivals, always competing for who could be the most pretentious and self-important. Paul was a mature student. Convinced of his own genius, he had been working on his novel for almost ten
         years. Embittered by the mountain of rejections it had amassed in its multiple versions, he was given to frequent rants about
         the publishing industry. On the other hand, Oscar was a recent graduate. The son of a Booker-winning novelist, he seemed to
         believe that a glittering literary career was his birthright.
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Paul eyed Oscar warily.

      
      ‘You’ve heard of the Bad Sex award?’

      
      Paul folded his arms and smirked. ‘Well, you wouldn’t know good writing if it jumped up and bit you – which hasn’t happened
         yet.’
      

      
      ‘Okay, let’s try to keep it constructive,’ Hugh admonished.

      
      ‘The sex really was dreadful, Paul,’ Martha said. ‘I felt like I needed a shower after reading it.’

      
      ‘Oh, it was horrible!’ Lottie, another mature student, shuddered.

      
      Paul appeared unconcerned as everyone joined in to heap scorn on his sex scene. ‘What did you think, Hugh?’ he asked with
         a self-satisfied smile. He was always at pains to make it clear that Hugh’s was the only opinion he valued. He was the only
         person Paul considered qualified to critique his masterpiece.
      

      
      ‘I agree with what everyone’s said, I’m afraid. I thought it was dreadful.’

      
      The smile slowly slid off Paul’s face.

      
      ‘It was graphic and crude, yet succeeded in being maudlin at the same time.’

      
      ‘I thought Lawrence came across as a real creep in this chapter,’ Lottie said. ‘I’d have run a mile if he carried on like
         that with me.’
      

      
      ‘No chance of that,’ Paul muttered under his breath.

      
      ‘I think Lottie’s right,’ Hugh said. ‘Lawrence’s character isn’t consistent. He comes across as … well, frankly, as a bit
         of a bed-wetter in this chapter.’
      

      
      
      Claire, Nikki and Martha all glanced at each other and tried to stifle their giggles. Oscar hooted out loud, and Adam, who
         rarely spoke unless cajoled, was suddenly overtaken by a coughing fit.
      

      
      ‘He’s showing his sensitive side. Madeleine is a virgin and he’s being careful because it’s her first time.’

      
      ‘I think we’d all be virgins still if we’d learned about sex from your novel,’ Nikki said.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Emma said as she slapped Adam on the back helpfully. ‘Poor Madeleine thinks she’s bagged an alpha male, and ends up
         with bloody Barney the dinosaur! Could he be any wetter?’
      

      
      ‘At least one of them’s wet,’ Martha said, and Adam’s coughing went up a gear.

      
      ‘I think you should look at it again, Paul,’ Hugh said.

      
      Martha’s chapter was up for discussion next. As the afternoon wore on, Claire didn’t say much. She was too tired and too upset
         about Dan. She just let the discussion flow around her and focused on gazing at Hugh and thinking how brilliant he was. Not
         only was he hot – well over six feet tall, with thick, wavy brown hair and eyes the colour of melted chocolate – he was so
         nice, and so mature. If only she could be with someone like him – she couldn’t see Hugh sneaking off after sex and callously
         ignoring her the next day.
      

      
      Claire’s chapter was the last to be discussed.

      
      ‘I thought the sex scene was a bit coy,’ Paul said.

      
      ‘I thought it was beautiful,’ Hugh said, looking directly at Claire. ‘It was very touching and sweet, and it was sexy without
         going into graphic detail. It was really clever. Well done, Claire.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Claire flushed with pleasure.

      
      ‘Well, I thought it could have done with a bit more graphic detail,’ Paul said.

      
      ‘It’s young-adult,’ Claire said. ‘There are limits.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know it’s just a kids’ book—’ Paul began, but was greeted with howls of protest from the rest of the group.
      

      
      Here we go again, Claire thought. Paul did this in every session. She was ‘just’ writing for teens, Lottie, whose novel was
         set in a dystopian future, was ‘just’ writing sci-fi, and therefore their work was unworthy of his attention. Emma was writing
         what could only be called a bonkbuster, but she got a free pass because of her influential father.
      

      
      The rest of the group were full of praise for Claire’s chapter, which cheered her up a little. As they were filing out, Hugh
         called her back.
      

      
      ‘I’ll catch up with you outside,’ she said to Nikki.

      
      ‘I just wanted to tell you again how much I loved your chapter,’ Hugh said as he stood stuffing papers into his briefcase.
         ‘I’m really impressed. You’re very talented, Claire.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks!’ That meant a lot coming from Hugh, who was a highly regarded author.

      
      ‘You were very quiet today,’ he continued, with a concerned frown. ‘Is everything okay?’

      
      ‘Yes, fine.’

      
      ‘Not that you’re ever the loudest.’ He smiled.

      
      ‘I’m just tired. I was out drinking too late last night. Bad idea.’

      
      ‘Okay.’ Hugh closed his briefcase with a snap. ‘Well, I’ll look forward to the next chapter.’
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      When they got home that evening, Claire and Nikki got into their pyjamas and ate a huge curry in front of the TV in Nikki’s
         room. Halfway through Midsomer Murders, Claire’s phone pinged with a message. Her heart leapt when she opened it and saw that it was from Dan. But it sank again
         as she read:
      

      
      
      

         Thanks for letting me stay last night. Hope I behaved myself (bit of a blank). D x

      



      
      Oh God, he doesn’t even remember that we had sex. ‘I can’t keep my eyes open any longer,’ she said to Nikki as she got up. ‘I’m going to bed.’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you even going to wait to see who did it?’

      
      Claire shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. She had to get into her own room before she started bawling.

      
      ‘Okay. Well, good night.’

      
      In the safety of her room, Claire gave vent to tears, sobbing silently into her pillow until her eyes felt raw. When she was
         all cried out and she still couldn’t sleep, she decided to make a start on writing her sexy story for Nikki and Martha. Might
         as well stick to what she was good at – and clearly she had a lot more success writing about sex than actually having it.
         Not to mention more fun.
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