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ACT ONE:

WHO WAS THAT MASKED MAN?

‘Fame is only good for one thing – they will cash your check in a small town.’

Truman Capote







1

Patrick Lake glanced sideways at his stunt double and thought, I’d do me.

Ok – maybe that was an inherently weird idea to have about somebody decked out to look exactly like you. And it was surely not the kind of thing that Captain Kismet, everybody’s favourite superhero, said to himself between takes. But it had been a long day.

‘The trick to falling,’ the stuntman said, ‘is knowing how to land.’

Corey’s words, however sage, were not for Patrick’s benefit: the two of them were filming behind-the-scenes content, taking turns to demonstrate the simpler stunts they had planned for Kismet 2. Footage of the pair in their matching costumes would then be cut into polished thirty-second videos and used to advertise the movie on social media later in the year; a perfectly curated glimpse behind the curtain. It was the kind of thing Patrick could usually do in his sleep. Except all he could really think about was, well… sleep. They were supposed to wrap on the movie a week ago, yet new script pages kept showing up outside his hotel room door like bad omens, and at this rate Patrick felt as though he would die in this grim little city.

‘Birmingham?’ he’d asked his manager, Simone, when she told him where reshoots would take place. ‘Like, Alabama?’

‘No, thank God,’ she’d replied. ‘It’s in England. Very cheap to film there, apparently.’

Cheap, it turned out, was the operative word. The famous auteur the studio had hired to direct the second instalment of the newly rebooted Kismet franchise had burned through much of the movie’s budget before the first act was even in the can, leading to his rapid firing and replacement by Lucas Grant, whose resume largely consisted of TV commercials and a Pixar short. Grant was tasked with righting the ship and getting it to port without bankrupting the studio, which meant relocating production to an old factory town where accommodating the enormous cast and crew wouldn’t cost an extra couple of million dollars.

Corey executed a perfect backflip, and Patrick applauded, mugging for the camera. ‘Nicely done,’ he said, truthfully. With his earnest eyes and back-clapping Aussie cheer, it was impossible to dislike Corey, even if Patrick was occasionally thrown by their uncanny resemblance. Same sandy hair, same muscular build, even something of a likeness in the jaw. It took some getting used to. Patrick’s stand-in for the first movie had been a slightly terrifying former MMA fighter in a blonde wig.

‘You got what you need?’ Patrick asked the videographer, who gave him a thumbs up. ‘Great. Nice work, Corey. Thanks, everyone!’ He began walking out of the soundstage warehouse, back to his trailer. A shower and then a nap, he thought. A nap would fix everything.

‘Hey, buddy.’ Hector Ramirez greeted him as he entered; he was doing sit-ups between the sofa and the coffee table. Patrick was almost always pleased to see his trainer, but right now he felt a lot like a kid who’d walked into class having forgotten to prepare for an impending exam.

‘Hey, Hector,’ he replied. ‘Did we have another session today?’ They’d seen each other that morning, when they’d hit chest and back. The first time Hector had put Patrick through one of his workouts, prior to the first Kismet movie, he’d spent the entire next day feeling like he was recovering from minor surgery. Now it was… well, not easy exactly, but he gained real satisfaction from pushing his body and seeing how much stronger he could make it. Not that he was in the mood for pushing right now.

‘Nah.’ Hector completed his final rep and immediately launched into a set of air squats. ‘I was just around,’ he added, barely short of breath.

‘Just around.’ Patrick eyed him suspiciously. ‘And wondering if a certain leading lady might also be… just around?’

Hector simply continued his rhythmic ascent and descent, gaze fixed on some spot to Patrick’s left. ‘Who?’

Patrick snorted. There was definitely only one actor in the room. Hector was cool, but lost his chill when it came to Audra Kelly, Patrick’s co-star. And he couldn’t really blame him. Beautiful, funny, charming – recently named ‘Internet’s Ultimate Girlfriend’ by a men’s magazine. Some guys really went in for that kind of thing.

‘She’s not here.’ Patrick gathered his jacket and headphones. ‘Just me and Corey today. I think Kismet and Sura’s next scene isn’t until Monday.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Hector, who was doing a pretty shoddy job of hiding his disappointment. ‘But since we’re here,’ he continued, ‘how about some burpees? Just for fun.’

[image: ]

When Patrick returned to the hotel forty minutes later, limbs crackling like firewood, he was more desperate for a shower than ever.

After he’d made his way out of the elevator towards his suite, Audra spotted him and waved through her open door across the hall. Patrick leaned on the doorframe and stuck his head into Audra’s room. The Princess Sura to his Captain Kismet was pacing with earbuds in, talking to thin air about her beauty must-haves.

‘I like to keep things simple. Chapstick, a good concealer, a tiny bit of mascara,’ she said, her voice low and throaty, like she smoked a pack of cigarettes a day. Which Patrick knew for a fact to be true, although the morality clause in their contracts kept it from public knowledge. Movie stars who smoked used to be cool; now they were bad for the studio’s brand. Role models didn’t smoke, or swear, or screw. And Patrick was nothing if not a role model.

‘One hair must-have…’ Audra paused mid-pace, appearing to give this serious consideration. ‘You know, I’m such a slob,’ she laughed. ‘I’ve been using the same drugstore shampoo since I was sixteen! Oh, and argan oil. I swear by it.’

Another pause.

‘My absolute pleasure.’ She smiled radiantly, as if the reporter were in the room with them. ‘Thanks so much. You have a great day now. Byeee…’Audra hit a button on her phone and pulled her earbuds out, sighing in exhaustion. She handed the device back to her assistant, shooed her out, and as Patrick stepped into the room to let the girl pass, Audra turned towards the bar assembled in the corner of her suite.

‘That was Elle,’ she said, fixing herself a vodka on the rocks. ‘Want to hear something funny?’

‘Sure,’ Patrick replied. Audra picked up a crystal tumbler and held it out to him with an inquisitive look. He smiled, shook his head no thank you, and took a seat on the expansive sofa.

‘I would never use argan oil on my hair.’ She ran her hand through her wavy blonde mane. ‘I think it’s gross. But now a whole bunch of girls are going to try it, and their hair is going to be all greasy and sticky, and they’re going to say to themselves: “Why doesn’t my hair look as fabulous as Audra Kelly’s?”’

‘I don’t get it,’ Patrick said.

‘Oh, it’s just a silly game I play with myself.’ Audra waved a dismissive hand and threw herself dramatically down on the couch beside him. ‘I mean, why would I give my actual secrets away? Until a makeup company pays me to shill for them, I’m just making up shit as I go. We can’t all be the Girl Next Door.’

Patrick didn’t know what to say to this – but that hardly mattered. Audra was on a roll.

‘And that’s just women’s media. A walk in the park, I tell you, compared to the creepy fuckable-little-sister act the guys expect. Never mind the fact that I have an Independent Spirit award – the real performance of a lifetime is convincing everyone that I love pizza and beer despite looking’ – she looked down at her tiny waist –, ‘like this.’

‘Oh right.’ Patrick nodded. ‘The relatable thing.’

‘Yep! I’ve gotta be one of the guys and love sports, and comic books, and video games. But not other women, apparently. The average Wonderverse moviegoer doesn’t like it when girls exist for themselves or each other. Makes them uncomfortable. Honestly, some days I would love nothing more than to tell them that I’ve never seen Star Wars and prefer caviar to hot dogs, just to see if their heads explode.’

‘Now that I’d love to see.’

‘Ugh. I just hate all this Pick Me bullshit, you know? You have no idea how exhausting it is.’ She leaned back against the sofa cushions and exhaled forcefully, lifting her glass to cool her forehead.

Patrick bit his lip. Don’t I? he thought. Affable, unflappable charm was his thing. In other words, a focus group put together by his manager Simone had determined he would be most appealing if he leaned into the laid-back, humble-but-not-disingenuous, well-shucks-I’m-just-a-boy-from-Jersey brand of heartthrob.

‘What’s wrong with being myself, and saving the acting for when I book a job?’ Patrick had once asked. Simone had laughed a real laugh, a rare moment of authenticity, considering she tried not to convey more than twenty per cent of an emotion at any given time, if she could help it.

‘Sweetie.’ She had touched his arm with genuine affection. ‘This is the job.’

He drew in a breath, ready to tell Audra that he knew how she felt, but she was still gesticulating with her vodka on the rocks as she pontificated to the ceiling.

‘I was in the TIME 100 last year,’ she said. ‘Why the fuck should I have to be relatable? I don’t want to be fucking relatable! I want to be stoned out of my mind on an island with Rihanna – preferably being fanned by men in diamond-encrusted thongs. But apparently that is not the kind of answer people like to hear you giving in “72 Questions With Vogue”.’

‘People want to feel like we’re just like them,’ Patrick offered weakly.

‘Well, here’s the very simple problem with that,’ Audra said. ‘We’re not.’

Patrick’s eyebrows shot up.

‘Not that I’m saying we’re better,’ she added hastily. ‘Just… richer. Prettier. More successful.’

‘More neurotic, anxious and insecure, too,’ Patrick added.

‘Definitely not better,’ she repeated. ‘Maybe even worse, in some ways. I mean, we’re fucking spoiled, aren’t we? But we are certainly not just like them. For one thing, I bet if I were just a regular girl, I wouldn’t have to consult with my management team before getting a tattoo or cutting my god damn hair.’

‘Your hair? Seriously?’

‘My hair, Patrick.’ She flicked a honeyed lock over her shoulder for emphasis. ‘But with all that said, what would I rather be doing with my life? Waiting tables? Acquiring crippling student debt? Getting married to some lunk who resents that I’m smarter than him, then giving up my minimum-wage job because bam, he got me pregnant and we can’t afford day-care?’ Audra shuddered.

‘Isn’t there anything you miss about your life before fame?’ Patrick asked. ‘I don’t know, being able to go for lunch with your family without someone taking your picture?’

‘Please. One of the perks of this life is not having to deal with my mother.’ She caught his surprised look before he could hide it, and tsked. ‘Let me guess, Patrick Lake is best friends with his parents.’

‘My parents are nice people,’ said Patrick instinctively.

‘Good for you.’ Audra pursed her lips, swirled her glass. ‘My mother doesn’t have my phone number. When she wants to contact me, she goes through my agent.’

‘Are you kidding?’

‘He negotiated her down to a visit every other Christmas.’ She looked up with a dry smile. ‘That man is worth every cent I pay him.’

Audra knocked back the rest of her vodka and abruptly rose from her lounging position on the sofa.

‘Get up,’ she said, crunching on ice. ‘We’re going out.’

‘Out?’ Patrick didn’t stir. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You know, that whole place that exists outside of your hotel room? Honestly, it’s a good thing you’re as handsome as you are, because you are not the brightest star in the sky.’

‘But we’re not—’

‘If you say “we’re not allowed”, I might just slap you,’ Audra said, flexing her right hand, which Patrick now noticed was bejewelled with several elegant but weighty-looking rings. ‘It’s Friday night! And we’re the talent. What we say goes. Otherwise, what is the actual point of being a movie star?’

‘I don’t know about this…’ Patrick reluctantly allowed himself to be pulled to his feet.

‘Trust me, a night off from reading endless rewrites and scrolling through what people think of us online is exactly what we both need.’

‘Oh, I try to stay off social media,’ Patrick said.

‘Very admirable!’ She looked him up and down. ‘You should probably shower. That last workout is lingering. I’ll see you in the lobby in half an hour.’ She waved him towards the door and muttered to herself, ‘now, what to wear…’ before vanishing into her bedroom, clearly confident that Patrick would play along. She’s right, he thought; she’d have been wasted on real life.

‘I… fine,’ he called out. ‘But only for a little while, OK?’

Audra’s head reappeared from behind the door. ‘Great! And who knows,’ she said. ‘Maybe I’ll go absolutely wild and get a haircut while we’re at it.’
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Will Wright was halfway through transforming into a woman when his sister called. Upstairs at the Village Inn, the area designated for the drag queens’ toilette was a former utility cupboard that had been colonised by the bar’s coterie of performers. Dressing tables and vanity mirrors had been installed against one wall, but metal filing cabinets and mouldering cardboard boxes still lined the opposite side, and its occupants wasted no time in enforcing a pecking order. Spots at ‘the High Table’, as the queens had dubbed the well-lit vanity, were intensely coveted. According to local lore, those chairs were reserved for the more seasoned artistes – although, more often than not they were claimed by whoever got there first on a Friday night.

Three drag queens – Faye Runaway, Gaia Gender, Raina Shine – were sitting there now like Macbeth’s witches, titivating between sips of gin and tonic. Tammy, the emcee for the evening, was already downstairs at the DJ booth. Julie Madly Deeply wasn’t due to join them until after midnight.

Will, who was both the new girl and incapable of showing up on time (according to everyone who knew him), had no chance of a seat at the High Table tonight – or even a proper mirror. As a result, he was sitting cross-legged on the floor and applying his makeup while peering down at the front-facing camera of his phone, which he had propped up against the skirting board. At one point, Gaia left her post to go smoke outside, but Will resisted the urge to take her place and stayed his own licentious hand: stealing such a spot once it had been claimed was a sin akin to sleeping with somebody’s husband. Come to think of it, most queens were less territorial over men than they were favourable lighting.

When Will first began experimenting with drag, doing amateurish, clown-like makeup in his bedroom during lockdown, he had daydreamed about being invited behind the curtain at a real club even more than he had thought about performing. He imagined gossiping with the other queens in the dressing room, sharing stories and lipstick, the glamour and the camaraderie. Admittedly, the reality was markedly less ‘backstage at the Hippodrome’ than Will had once hoped, instead giving the overall impression that they were all preparing to put on a particularly baroque school play.

Faye, at least, had welcomed Will with open arms: he was the latest in a long line of fledglings to be taken under her sequinned wing. But the queen of the runaways had more to offer by way of advice than she did tutelage, deadheading Will’s ingénue-like expectations with a French-tipped talon.

‘Most of these novices you see on Instagram wouldn’t even make a half-decent chorus girl,’ Faye had told him. ‘It’s not a matter of talent. It’s that other thing. The ineffable. Je ne sais quoi. Not to be confused with Jenny Sais Quoi,’ she added, who had recently moved to Bristol to be with a man she had met at the Renaissance tour.

Beat nearly done, Will swore under his breath as his own image vanished from the screen, replaced by his sister’s name and a picture from last New Year’s Eve in which they were, for once, both smiling. He answered the call, dusting foundation from the surface of his phone at the same time, before opening the camera again.

‘Thief,’ Margo declared. Behind him, Will heard Raina tut indelicately at the tinny sound of the speakerphone.

‘Am not,’ Will said. This was not a video call, and so Margo could not see the oversized white blouse he was wearing, purloined from her wardrobe on his last visit and tied into a cute little knot at the waist.

‘I’m going out with The Girls tonight,’ Margo admonished, ‘and I was going to wear that top. You are so annoying.’

‘The Girls’ consisted of Claire and Fiona, women Margo had known since school and who had become very fond of peppering Will with all kinds of questions since they got hip to Drag Race UK on the BBC. ‘Do you tuck?’ Fiona had asked him last Christmas Eve. ‘Are you a look queen or a comedy queen? When are you going to go on RuPaul?’

‘You should wear that top from Reiss,’ Will told Margo. ‘It’s smarter.’

‘That top is brand new,’ she accused. ‘How do you know about it?’

‘Brotherly intuition.’

‘I swear to God, Will.’

He and his sister had been sharing clothes since their late teens, when their wardrobes had consisted solely of oversized hoodies and band T-shirts. As the years went on, they discovered that Will’s taste and Margo’s income were a match made in heaven, and every quarter or so, without fail, Margo would show up at Will’s flat unannounced with a tote bag and a scowl, demanding her stuff back.

‘Very Twelfth Night,’ he murmured to nobody, as he executed a pleasing (if not perfect) cat-eye flick.

Will and Margo were far from twins. In fact they weren’t blood relatives at all, just a pair of former tearaways brought together by Will’s father and his ever-roving eye. Still, with Will’s dark Irish hair and lashes, and the thick black mane Margo inherited from her Italian mother (not to mention the savage shorthand in which they communicated), you’d be forgiven for thinking otherwise.

‘Did you hear who’s in Brum right now?’ Margo asked, her annoyance giving way under the urge to spill tea.

‘Who?’ Will asked, owl-like, his mouth a perfect ‘O’ as he applied lipstick.

‘Patrick Lake.’

Will froze, lipstick tube held mid-air. ‘Are you serious? I thought that was just a rumour.’

‘A bunch of people saw him outside the Grand on Church Street. It’s been all over Instagram today.’

‘I’m so over social media,’ Will said, with a superior air. ‘And I’ve been… busy.’

This was not a lie, exactly. Between his two part-time jobs – drag and bookselling – Will certainly was always busy. And he had deleted Instagram and TikTok from his phone a week ago in a bid to improve his mental health, reasoning that any events of significance would make their way to him via WhatsApp, or, if he got bored enough, a newspaper. Mainly, though, he was trying to avoid crossing timelines with his latest ex-boyfriend, Ry. Also, a handful of soul-destroying videos from his most recent ill-fated gig were still in circulation. Better to wait things out. At least, until sufficient time had elapsed that he could gracefully re-join polite society, not unlike a literary heroine whose reputation gets absolutely beasted after she is seen taking a stroll with a scoundrel. (During his self-imposed digital exile, he may have also read half of a Henry James novel from the nineteenth-century section at the bookshop where he worked.)

‘It’s so surreal to think of a big celebrity just wandering around Birmingham,’ said Will.

‘I know, right?’ said Margo. ‘Can’t you just picture him popping into the Oasis Market to pick up a bong and get something pierced?’

‘Then going to Snobs for a warm alcopop and an STI,’ added Faye from behind Will, having determined that any conversation happening via speakerphone was one she could invite herself to join without compunction.

‘You might be telling on yourself there, love,’ said Will.

‘Oh, please,’ Faye said derisively. ‘I wouldn’t be seen dead in that new hole. I remember old Snobs, before they moved it.’

‘Snobs is straight culture,’ announced a self-important voice from behind Will. He scooted around and looked up to see Jordan entering the dressing room, a full drinks tray in hand. Jordan was one of life’s main characters, fond of entering rooms with a grand proclamation, pausing in the doorway to give everybody time to take in his words – and his outfit. Tonight, he wore a fitted tank top, high-waisted jeans and a pair of platform heels, all the better to tower imperiously over the twinks who reported to him downstairs. Jordan ostensibly held the title of bar manager at the Village, but in all their years of friendship, the only thing Will had ever witnessed him manage was to make an entire hen party cry. He didn’t so much run the place as hold court, like a viceroy or governor installed by the powers-that-be who owned the bar.

Jordan Thomas believed his own hype to the point of egomania, which Will blamed on him having two first names. He also happened to be Will’s best friend in the entire world.

‘Marg, I have to go,’ he said. ‘Duty calls.’

‘Hi, Margo!’ Jordan called out as he set down his tray.

Margo made a noncommittal noise on the other end and hung up.

‘Patrick Lake,’ Jordan purred. ‘What a slice.’

‘I thought fancying straight men was against your politics?’ Will challenged.

‘It is. But I’m only human, Will, and the man’s fit as fuck. As if he’s in Birmingham.’ Jordan bit his lip. ‘Maybe I could find a way into his hotel. Do some investigative journalism.’

‘Firstly, that is not investigative journalism, it is stalking,’ said Will. ‘And secondly, you are not a journalist. You’re a homosexual with an iPhone.’

‘How hard could it be to finesse my way onto a film set?’ Jordan continued, ignoring him. ‘You know, I’ve always had this theory that gays make the best spies.’

Jordan had plenty of theories about life, the universe, and everything, but Will was quite fond of this one. After all, who could be better equipped for espionage than somebody who had grown up learning to decode the subtleties of body language, read any room for signs of imminent danger, and assume a completely alien identity when the occasion called for it?

‘Is one of those for me?’ Will asked, nodding to the tray of drinks. Technically, he was reporting to Jordan this evening, but if he were to assume even the slightest deferential tone, the man’s ego would tumesce to the point of no return. Better to act like any other drag performer, haughty and superior, even if tonight he would not be on stage, instead functioning as a glorified shot girl. It was a humiliating part of the job, but necessary if he wanted to buy those boots he’d had his eye on. Every spare penny, of which there were precious few, went towards his costuming. Meanwhile, his ‘boy drag’, as he now fondly referred to his everyday apparel, consisted of bulky work trousers – Dickies and Carhartt when he was on a particularly good charity shop haul – and the aforementioned, gender-neutral loot from Margo’s closet.

‘Off-brand gin for my best girl,’ Jordan said, handing over a large glass before picking up one himself. ‘Bottoms up.’

‘And down with tops!’ Will replied in unison with the other queens, giggling and taking a generous swig. ‘Now go, go, I need to get into my dress.’

‘Something slutty?’ Jordan asked.

‘Have you ever seen me in any other kind?’

Once Jordan had returned to his domain downstairs, Will carefully attached his wig, which he had christened Ariel, and stepped into his dress, a sleek black vintage number he loved like a favourite child (if one he’d bought online at a high discount).

‘Could somebody zip me up, please?’ he asked, but Faye was nowhere to be seen, and the other witches were suddenly so fixated on their own magic mirrors that they didn’t seem to hear him. ‘Never mind,’ he said, ‘I’ll figure it out.’ Will awkwardly reached behind his own back and, with a few small jumps that made his padding jiggle comically, managed to tug the zipper upwards. Crouching as delicately as was possible under the circumstances, he retrieved his phone to give his reflection one final examination.

He grunted in exasperation as his image onscreen was once again obscured by an incoming notification. This time, it was a text from Jordan downstairs:

You will NEVER believe who just walked in.
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Patrick followed Audra from the foyer of the Grand Hotel onto the street, where their driver Mo waited. The Grand was a beautiful place to stay at first, but even after a couple of days, it was hard not to feel like zoo animals with very enriched enclosures. Sometimes you just had to give in to the call of the wild.

As they climbed into the back seat, Mo asked, ‘Where to?’

Patrick was slamming the door behind him when from outside, they heard a faint: ‘Hold up!’

He rolled down the window to find Hector on the sidewalk outside the hotel. It was maybe the first time he’d ever seen him wearing something other than fitted gym gear; the buttons of a crisp Ralph Lauren shirt strained to conceal his sculpted chest.

‘I heard y’all were going out,’ Hector said.

‘Where did you hear that, exactly?’ Audra asked, her eyes narrowing. Patrick felt a vicarious chill as her gaze passed him on its way to Hector. I bet even her teachers in high school were terrified of her, he thought.

‘My bad!’ Corey gambolled into view. ‘So I may have told Hector that we were going dancing.’

‘Who told you?’ Audra demanded. The studio was able to keep every single thing that happened on a Wonderverse set secret from the rest of the world, but inside the bubble, it was a different matter entirely. Gossip travelled faster than light when you had nothing else to do all day.

‘And I figured,’ Hector said, ‘that if Patrick is hitting the town, risking being late for tomorrow’s workout—’

‘Don’t forget the macros,’ Corey interjected.

‘Not to mention throwing off your macros and intermittent fasting,’ Hector continued, ‘then I should probably come along to make sure you don’t irreparably undo all of that progress we’ve made on Captain Kismet’s physique.’

Patrick felt a pang of guilt. His body, he had to remember, didn’t exactly belong to him. At least, not for as long as they were filming. The shooting schedule, not to mention both Hector and Corey’s livelihoods, depended on his ability to stay disciplined and consistent.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Maybe I should go back upstairs.’ He’d been Mr Sensible for the last six months of training. What was one more night? A dozen more nights?

‘No fucking way,’ Audra barked, at the same time that Hector said, more measuredly: ‘Well, there’s no need to be too restrictive…’

He stared intently at Patrick, as if even glancing at Audra would turn him to stone, and it clicked. The poor man, Patrick realised, was down bad.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Audra huffed. ‘If you guys wanted to come along, all you had to do was ask.’ Patrick opened the door, and Hector and Corey piled into the SUV.

‘And you don’t have to worry,’ Patrick added. ‘I’m not planning on drinking tonight.’

‘Loser,’ Audra remarked, then threw her head back and crowed like a bird, prompting much whooping and woohooing from her compatriots in the back seat, until Mo asked them again for their destination, and they realised they had no idea where to go.

‘Downtown?’ Corey ventured.

‘Dancing,’ Audra asserted. ‘Take us to the dancing.’

‘You got it,’ said Mo, and they were on their way. Just ten minutes later – Patrick would never get over what passed for ‘traffic’ in this town – they pulled up somewhere called Broad Street.

‘I don’t believe it,’ Audra said, pointing out the window at the glittering signage of Coyote Ugly. ‘That was my favourite movie as a kid. We have got to go in.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ Patrick countered, reaching over and adjusting Audra’s head slightly, so that she was now looking at the two women attempting to scalp one another on the pavement outside.

‘OK, fine.’ Audra huffed as Mo performed a U-turn. ‘What about that place?’ They all looked to the right, where through the open doors of Popworld, Robyn demanded somebody show her love. Patrick was about to concede, when a woman was forcibly ejected from the very same doors by a bouncer, vomit visible on her shirt.

‘It’s eight thirty,’ Corey said in something akin to wonder.

‘This city is a horror show,’ Audra finally agreed. ‘Excuse me, sir? Is there anywhere else you could take us? You know, that’s less… This?’

‘One moment,’ Mo said, and with patience that bordered on the saintly, he parked in a layby and took out his phone. Several minutes later, after consulting with his younger cousin over WhatsApp, he restarted the engine and they were on their way again.

‘This is grody as shit,’ Audra muttered, taking in the chipped paint of the building that Mo deposited them outside. ‘The Village Inn? It’s giving Wicker Man.’ The uncertainty on her face looked like it might teeter over into outright disgust, but then the unmistakable opening melody of ‘We Found Love’ issued like a clarion call from inside.

‘Rihanna!’ Audra squealed, and before Patrick could protest, she had grabbed his hand and started pulling him into the bar after her. ‘It’s a sign,’ she said. ‘Let’s go, boys.’

As he crossed the threshold, Patrick registered the rainbow flag over the door, by which time it was too late to object. Neither Hector nor Corey seemed to have a problem being in a gay bar, and Audra had already taken to their new environs with zest.

‘Gays love me,’ she informed them. ‘Can you blame them?’

Patrick could not claim the same ease, and so while Audra sauntered to the front of the line at the bar, he stuck to the wall, practically hiding behind Corey and Hector to avoid anyone recognising him. It didn’t take long for him to see the flaw in his strategy: People kept looking over anyway, because while Corey and Hector weren’t technically famous, being tall, muscular, and conventionally handsome in a gay bar was tantamount to the same thing.

Maybe he was just being paranoid. The simple act of being physically inside a gay bar didn’t mean anything. He was here with Audra and Hector and Corey, after all. He was, arguably, playing wingman to his trainer, whose crush on the actress had become painfully obvious. And his companions seemed to be having a great time, swigging beers, not bothered at all by what their presence here might mean. In fact, Audra seemed to be very much enjoying the attention she was getting from a group of young men who were ‘just obsessed’ with her last film, in which she had played an exotic dancer who vows to solve the murder of her best friend while battling an opioid addiction.

‘You were phenomenal,’ one of them told her.

‘Iconic,’ said another.

‘So raw and real,’ added their friend.

Audra grinned. ‘My tits looked insane, right?’

‘Oh my God, so good!’ the first replied. ‘Did you—’

‘I’m bored!’ Audra interrupted. ‘Let’s dance!’ And like the Pied Piper of Hamelin, she led the three men over to the cramped dance floor.

Corey waggled his empty beer bottle. ‘Another?’

‘I’ll take another water,’ replied Patrick.

‘Careful now,’ said Corey. ‘You wouldn’t want to accidentally enjoy yourself.’

‘You know what? I’ll take a sparkling water.’

‘You’re crazy,’ said Hector, throwing one arm around Patrick’s shoulder. ‘Corey, mine’s a tequila soda.’

‘Ah, screw it,’ said Patrick. ‘I’ll have a beer.’

Corey pumped his fist in the air, as if Patrick’s acquiescence to hops was a victory for all Australia, and lumbered towards the bar. Before Patrick knew it, one beer turned to two, and then a third, and it was occurring to him just how long it had been since he’d allowed himself to let loose when Audra returned, without her new companions, and pulled in all three of them with her back towards the dance floor, singing along word-perfectly to Dua Lipa.

‘How do you know all the words?’ Patrick asked, marvelling.

Audra looked at him, stunned. ‘How do you not?’

Patrick was not intimately familiar with the song currently playing. He didn’t even think he liked the song. But God, to be three beers deep with your closest friends! Or at least, the closest things you had to friends when you spent your life travelling from set to set.

‘I love you guys!’ he yelled. Audra laughed, and replied: ‘Of course you do, you precious thing,’ while Corey nearly crushed him in a headlock. ‘We should do this every night,’ Patrick said, at the same time as Hector bellowed: ‘Shots!’

Some indeterminate time later, the music stopped. All four of them began to protest – surely it was too early for this place to be closing? – until it became clear the dance floor was getting more crowded, not less. Patrick followed the direction of everyone else’s gaze as a spotlight fell on the raised area that Audra’s twinks had been using as a podium just moments before, and which he now realised was a stage.

‘Theydies and gentlethems,’ uttered a voice over the sound system, ‘please welcome to the stage, your hostess for the night, the beast from the East, she of the gaysian persuasion, the wanker from Sri Lanka, Birmingham’s very own Messy Desi… Tamil Nitrate!’

A vision in red and gold took to the stage, spinning and waving so enthusiastically that it took Patrick a moment to notice her full, lush dark beard.

‘Yes!’ Audra squealed next to him. ‘Fucking yes! I love drag queens!’

‘And we love you right back,’ the queen responded via her mic, pointing in Audra’s direction. ‘Hello, lovely lushes of the Village, my name is Tamil Nitrate but you can call me Tammy. How are we all doing tonight?’ When met with assorted shrieks and hoots in response, Tammy nodded her approval. She spoke with the same voice that’d come through the speakers a moment ago, and Patrick found it somehow all the more charming that Tammy had been announcing herself.

‘Now,’ she said. ‘We have got a fantastic show for you tonight, and some amazing queens lined up. But before we begin… I have a little tradition that I like to start each show with.’

She patted herself down in an exaggeratedly lewd manner, eventually retrieving a tiny bottle from her hairy cleavage. ‘It’s poppers o’clock!’ she proclaimed, waving the vial triumphantly in the air.

‘Poppers o’clock!’ the crowd chanted, clearly composed of regulars. ‘Poppers o’clock! Poppers o’clock!’

‘What are poppers?’ asked Hector. Patrick didn’t dare look him in the eye.

‘You all know the drill by now,’ Tammy continued. ‘I’m in need of a strapping young volunteer!’

Patrick felt rather than saw the audience’s eyes all turn on him, Hector, and Corey.

‘We’re strapping,’ Corey beamed, revelling in the attention and – Jesus, had Patrick had too much to drink or did Corey just make his pecs dance under his shirt?

‘Eeny, meeny, miny, moe…’ the queen sang, pointing at each of the men in turn. ‘Catch a himbo by his toe… Once he comes, let him go, eeny, meeny, miny… moe!’ Her smoky stare settled on Patrick, and turned hungry.

‘Yes, you,’ she grinned. ‘Come on up!’

‘Oh my God,’ said Audra. ‘I am so jealous.’

‘I think she likes you,’ Hector snickered in his ear.

‘I’m waiting!’ The queen tapped an imaginary watch.

‘Oh, just do it,’ said Audra, pushing him forward. ‘I dare you!’

After a moment’s hesitation, Patrick moved through the crowd and stepped up onto the stage to join the queen, who was holding the mic out to him.

‘Um,’ he said. ‘Hi.’

‘Hmm.’ She looked him up and down. ‘I think I prefer when it doesn’t speak.’ A murmur of laughter drifted up from the crowd.

‘Wait a minute,’ the queen said, examining him further. ‘Hold the bloody phone just one second.’

Here it comes, Patrick thought, and he adopted the aw-gee-shucks smile that he kept in his back pocket at all times, like a condom or an EpiPen.

‘You’re him! Off of those films!’

‘Yeah,’ he said, turning his smile towards the audience, who were now beginning to coo in recognition.

‘Well I never.’ Tammy leaned forward, as if she had been physically winded by this new knowledge. She jolted upright a second later, and Patrick could see the devil in her eyes. ‘You know, folks,’ she said, ‘I don’t think we’ve ever had a celebrity join us for poppers o’clock. Unless you count Joe Lycett, and I don’t, because he’s always bloody in here.’

‘I’m happy to be here,’ said Patrick, uncertainly. And there was the devil again.

‘I’m glad to hear you say that.’ Tammy sidled closer, unscrewing the bottle as she did so. ‘Here we go then, just like jumping in a pool: deeeep breath!’ She closed a finger over one of his nostrils and placed the bottle under the other. And Patrick didn’t know if it was the disorienting lights in his face, or the beers, or the fact that tonight was the most fun he’d had in weeks, but for a single second he forgot about every single rule that went into maintaining his perfectly crafted image, and breathed in.

‘Wahey!’ Tammy cheered, and the crowd cheered with her. ‘He’s off the deep end, boys and girls! Now watch as I dive in!’ She sniffed the bottle with practised ease, and as the music started again, the entire club began to swim.

‘You’re a good sport,’ Tammy whispered in his ear, holding his hand so he could step back down off the stage.

‘I am?’ Patrick giggled as his cheeks flushed and a half-remembered giddiness rushed in. ‘I am!’

‘Hey, buddy,’ he felt Corey take him by the arm. ‘I think it’s time to go.’ Patrick looked around, and saw Hector folded protectively around Audra while more people surged onto the tiny dancing area, shouting her name. Shouting his name. Shit, Patrick thought, his mind clearing a little. This was what he’d been worried would happen when they came out tonight. Well, not specifically this – he hadn’t exactly predicted getting just lit enough to do poppers on stage like an absolute idiot (Simone was going to kill him).

‘Hey, man,’ Corey yelped, after an over-enthusiastic stranger cupped his bottom with both hands. ‘Listen, I’m an ally, but that is not cool.’

‘Alright, that’s enough,’ came a new voice from somewhere above Patrick’s right shoulder. He turned and looked up into a pair of dazzling green eyes, winged with black eyeliner and framed by a red wig.

‘Come this way,’ the queen told Patrick, sweeping the others along with a wave of her arm. She led them through the chaos to the DJ booth at the side of the stage, and then through a door behind it. Once they were all ensconced in the tiny passageway, she closed the door before opening another one leading out onto the side street behind the bar.

Patrick staggered as he departed the venue, his warm face tingling in the cool night air.

‘What’s in poppers again?’ he asked, eyes closed, savouring the breeze.

‘They’re a muscle relaxant, bab,’ their rescuer said. ‘And you’re not short in that regard, but I reckon you’ll be fine in a minute.’

Mo’s SUV squeezed into the alleyway from around the corner, presumably summoned by one of the others, and Patrick felt the tension between his shoulders detract a little. He took a few deep, greedy lungfuls of air, then said: ‘You’re a life-saver.’

‘Oh, it’s no bother. And besides, I think your friend probably needs to go home.’ The queen nodded towards Audra, who was doing a clumsy two-step on the pavement, clutching her purse in one hand and a slice of pizza in the other. ‘I don’t even know where she got that,’ they added. ‘The nearest pizza place is all the way up the street.’

‘I’m not done dancing,’ Audra protested around a mouthful of cheese. ‘Let’s go back inside!’

‘You can go back inside,’ the queen said, ‘if you can tell me where your shoes are right now.’

Audra looked down at her bare feet, took another bite of pizza, and with a shrug of defeat, allowed Hector to direct her towards the car.

‘Thank you,’ Patrick said, turning back to his unlikely saviour.

‘All in a night’s work for your friendly neighbourhood drag queen,’ she said, dipping into some curious mix of bow and curtsey.

‘I’m sorry I won’t get to see you perform.’

The queen laughed. ‘You ain’t missing much, love!’

‘Well. Thanks anyway.’ Patrick gave a lame wave and headed towards the car. At the last moment, he turned back and asked: ‘What’s your name?’

‘Grace.’ She put a hand on her hip and drew herself up to her not-inconsiderable full height. ‘Grace Anatomy.’

Patrick grinned. ‘That is superb.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Now fly, my pretties! Fly!’
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Will watched the car turn off Hurst Street and took a moment to collect himself.

Patrick Lake and Audra Kelly. He couldn’t wait to tell Margo. And April, his shift bestie at the bookshop, would simply die. An encounter with a celebrity felt auspicious. But an encounter with two? He wondered idly whether it was a full moon, or if Mercury was in whatever the opposite of retrograde might be.

He took a long drag on his vape, tucked the pen back into his bra, and went inside, emerging from the door next to the DJ booth just as Kylie Minogue’s ‘On a Night Like This’ began to play. Will grinned, and didn’t even stop when Jordan appeared to place a tray of shots on his outstretched, upturned hand.

‘Skittle-bombs, three quid each or four for a tenner,’ Jordan instructed. Usually, the task of hawking these vile things would make Will dry-heave: neither Cointreau nor Red Bull had passed his lips since an emetic house party several years ago, and already the sickly aroma threatened to turn his stomach. But tonight, he decided, was different.

‘Three quid each, four for a tenner,’ he repeated, and now that official business was dispensed with, he and Jordan shared an agog look at what had just transpired.

‘Patrick Lake!’ Jordan squealed. ‘In my bar!’

‘Doing poppers?’

‘I know! I know.’ Jordan waved his phone in the air, shaman-like. ‘It’s already on our socials. Just think. The Village Inn, Patrick Lake’s local pub.’ His eyes misted over. ‘This could be great for us.’

The Village, like lots of gay bars up and down the country, was under near-constant threat of closure. Covid shutdowns had almost been the death of the place, and then there were the ever-encroaching property developers in shiny suits who wanted to bulldoze all of Hurst Street and build luxury apartments and co-working spaces. Each time the vultures swooped in, the Village managed to beat them back, but the incursions were becoming more frequent.

Jordan had taken it upon himself to make a case for the cultural significance of queer spaces, which so far had consisted largely of him ranting to camera on TikTok wearing a tank top and smoky eye. A photo of movie star Patrick Lake enjoying himself in the venue would certainly help their cause, but Will was surprised by how uneasy the thought made him. People came here to have fun, to shed their self-consciousness and be truly themselves, without fear of being surveilled or harassed. Shouldn’t that right extend to all their patrons, even the straight ones?

The clamour caused by Patrick Lake and Audra Kelly’s appearance rapidly subsided into the usual buzz of the hive, tonight’s punters already seeking new entertainment. Up on stage, Tammy introduced Gaia, and in between peddling his pungent wares, Will watched longingly as she undulated her way through a lip-sync to ‘Whip My Hair’ by Willow Smith, intercut with a seamless lip-sync to Reese Witherspoon’s perm monologue from the climactic courtroom scene in Legally Blonde. It was stupid, and genius, and Will yearned to be up there with her.

He wasn’t the kind of person who considered himself above slinging shots. There were rules here, a hierarchy, and dues to be paid. Drag queens had been eating shit since the days of Divine. It was just that Will had finally thought he was beginning to make progress with his stage presence. The last couple of times he had been up there, he understood fully that the transcendent sensation he got from performing was being experienced by the crowd too. This is it, he had told himself. This is where I am supposed to be.

And then he actually ate shit. He’d decided not to lip-sync, but to sing live, like the greatest dames did. It had started so well; gay audiences loved a power ballad, and an expertly executed rendition of ‘Alone’ by Heart lit up the pleasure centres in their drama-loving brains. But then came that big note in the final chorus, the moment where Ann Wilson channelled every ounce of euphoric longing into her voice.

Maybe he hadn’t warmed up properly. Maybe it was simply out of his range. Either way, even Will had been shocked by the flat caterwaul coming from his own mouth. Not since the crowning of Camilla had sentiment so rapidly turned against a queen, and Will plummeted back to the bottom of the pyramid.

Will sold another round of stomach aches to a trio of twinks – who insisted on showing him the selfie they had taken with their new bestie, Audra Kelly – and willed himself to not dwell on defeat. Onwards and upwards and all that. Tonight was auspicious, he reminded himself. There were portents.

And then who should emerge from the throng, as if summoned by the universe in that very instant to challenge his resolve, than his all-too-recent ex, Ry? And who should be clinging onto Ry’s arm than a new beau, a handsome specimen seemingly acquired sometime in the last two and a half weeks? It appeared that the early bird had caught the worm and feelings.

‘Oh. Will. Hi,’ Ry said, even though at that moment, Will looked nothing like his usual self at all, and was in fact doing his best to embody a flame-haired femme fatale from the golden age of Hollywood.

‘Hello, Ry.’ Will broke out a smile which he hoped was dazzling but casual. ‘Who’s your friend?’

‘Hi, I’m—,’ said Ry’s companion, his name lost to the noise of the crowd. He looked strikingly similar to Ry, which was to say, not unlike Will himself – tall, dark, and on the verge of ageing out of twinkdom; never let it be said Ry didn’t have a type – but with a thicker neck and deeper voice.

‘So…’ said Ry. ‘I see you’re still doing this.’ He tilted his chin towards Will’s frock.

‘Doing drag? Oh yes. Our Lady Grace is still very much at large.’ Will adopted a carefree tone, as if his penchant for putting on ladies’ clothes and dancing for homosexuals had not been a leading cause of his breakup with Ry.

Ry had seemed to find it amusing at first, as if Will had a silly but ultimately harmless hobby, like colouring books for adults. But it didn’t take long for that amusement to sour, for Will to get the distinct impression that Ry was tired of humouring him. And so two months into the relationship, Will stopped talking about it in front of him, refrained from showing Ry sketches for his latest outfit or lip-sync ideas. His boyfriend seemed to like drag queens just fine when they were lined up on a stage being judged on TV. In his own life, though? Not so much.

Ry worked in financial law and spent every other weekend visiting his parents at their farmhouse in Kent, where he would post photos in his wellies with the family dog Luna. Will was never invited to accompany Ry on those weekends, of course. So he hadn’t even been very surprised when Jordan forwarded him a screengrab of one such picture – a handsome, wholesome shot of Ry and Luna out for a Sunday walk – that he had found on Tinder.

Ry had denied it for all of five minutes.

‘Can you blame me?’ he’d asked. ‘I mean
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