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      The first thing Cordy Starling noticed about the woman was her tits. Specifically, the flash of her cleavage, coy and charming like a Mona Lisa smile. Next, her eyes fell on the coppery, streaked skin beneath the wide rip on the knee of her jeans, so uneven it had to be from a bottle. Then Cordy eyed her stretched Asda Bag For Life, clearly not on its first outing, rammed with oranges.

      The woman gripped the handle tight as she threw herself into the warm tube carriage, before lowering herself onto a seat, eyelids fluttering shut. Her cheeks were flushed candyfloss-pink, as if she’d been running, her thick black winter coat open, missing all but one button. Cordy dropped her gaze to the other bag the woman carried. She squinted at the logo on the side: Fruity Tooty Juice Bar! It was also filled with oranges. Someone ought to tell her they are not the only fruit.

      The tube picked up speed as it vibrated away from Stratford. The metal door to Cordy’s right rattled on its tracks, and she wondered, as she always did, if one had ever sprung open by mistake. After a couple of minutes, the train slowed, and then stopped. The classic tube signage told her they’d reached West Ham. The carriage doors beeped, then jerked open. A man got on, accompanied by a sandy-coloured cockapoo. A ball of fluff with two eyes.

      “Sit, Nigel,” the man instructed.

      The dog obeyed. His owner sat in the spare seat next to Orange Lady. It turned out, Nigel was just as intrigued by the woman’s fruit haul as Cordy. The cockapoo nudged its wet nose into the top of one of the bags, dislodging a single orange. It landed on the floor with a thud, then rolled across the aisle and settled between Cordy’s scuffed blue-and-white Adidas.

      Orange Lady shifted, her brown eyes wide. She pushed herself up, let go of the bag nearest Nigel, then leaned forward to grab the orange from between Cordy’s feet before the tube jerked away.

      Big mistake.

      Fluff-pot Nigel saw his chance, and promptly stuck his nose inside the nearby bag. It toppled sideways.

      Before Cordy or the woman could do anything to stop them, a stream of oranges rolled onto the carriage floor, thudding one by one, like the drum section of an experimental jazz track.

      “Fuck!” was the first word Cordy heard from the woman’s lips.

      Beside Cordy, a teenage boy, headphones over ears, jolted as oranges pooled at his feet. He glanced down, frowned, then closed his eyes.

      Orange Lady let out an exasperated noise, then sprang to her feet, letting go of her other bag.

      More oranges cascaded left and right, banging into feet, bags, and poles.

      That caused a mini-flurry of activity as people nearby leaned down to rescue oranges. It was quite the scene. London was often thought to be a selfish capital city, but if the world could see this tube carriage, on a cold Friday in January when everyone just wanted the month to be over and to get paid because they were still skint from Christmas, they’d know that wasn’t true. Meanwhile, having caused the kerfuffle in the first place, Nigel was now barking madly, tail wagging, clearly thinking this was the best game ever.

      To Cordy’s left, a baby with a shock of jet-black hair sat in a man’s arms. Alarmed by Nigel’s incessant barking, they began to wail a high-pitched holler.

      This was not the relaxed tube journey Cordy had hoped for today. Her destination was only two stops away. But the woman opposite now wore a haunted look.

      She couldn’t leave her hanging. Not with oodles of oranges milling about the tube floor.

      Cordy jumped up and started grabbing oranges, depositing them on her seat, then diving down for more like she was a contestant on a game show. The most oranges collected in a minute wins an all-expenses-paid trip to London including a show and a meal! Cordy would jump at the chance. She’d been in London for over three months and still hadn’t been to a West End production, much to her gran’s displeasure.

      When she’d scooped up all the oranges within reach, she strode down the aisle and started collecting them from nearer the door, where customers were looking at their feet like they couldn’t compute what they were seeing. She bent down and picked up one, two, three oranges. Then three more. She turned to walk back to her seat, just as the tube lurched to a hasty stop. Cordy reached out to steady herself on one of the yellow poles, and dropped all the oranges in her grasp. They bounced to the floor, one landing squarely on her foot.

      “Ow!” She hopped on one foot, just as the tube lurched again. With nothing to hold onto and her balance compromised, she promptly toppled herself, landing on a bed of oranges and a bag of shopping, spilling some of its contents on the floor.

      Cordy ignored the pain that skittered through her hip and elbow. She scrambled to her feet, picking up her crumpled dignity, noting what had fallen from the upturned shopping bag: a tube of lube and a packet of condoms, along with a box of Ferrero Rocher. Someone was in for a good night. The owner, a woman with exquisite eyelashes, blushed aubergine as she bent to pick them up. Cordy gave her a sympathetic smile.

      The tube stopped at the next station, and passengers got off and on, stepping over oranges with hardly a blink. Did they think it was National Orange Day?

      Cordy bent down to scoop up another fistful. She wasn’t going to take too many this time. When she had them securely cradled in her right arm, and the train was on the move again, she looked up and came face to face with the owner of the oranges. The woman’s eyes were hazel, but that was too flat a word to describe them. Gold and green danced in the brown. They were multi-layered. Was the woman who owned them the same?

      “Thanks for helping,” she muttered, cheeks still flushed. She pushed her hair from her forehead. It was the colour of burnt buttered toast. The woman had flawless skin, too. But even though she’d thanked Cordy, her tone didn’t sound very thankful. She sounded pissed off. Which Cordy could understand, considering the past few minutes.

      The tube lurched again, but this time, Cordy was holding on.

      She squeezed past Orange Lady and put the fruit on her seat, then repeated her action, like she was in the weirdest relay of all time.

      New passengers stepped through from the adjoining carriage. Laughter came from near the door as a group of teenage boys picked up three oranges, and one proceeded to juggle with them. If she had free hands, she might have applauded. She’d never mastered juggling, much to her frustration.

      “Hey, they’re my oranges!” Orange Lady pushed past Cordy, then grabbed the oranges from the juggler.

      The three boys made a noise that showed she needed to lighten up.

      She ignored them and dumped the oranges back in her bag, before doing the same with the mound of fruit on Cordy’s seat.

      Once clear, Cordy sat down. She caught the woman’s gaze. She tried to keep her face neutral, and not judge this stranger. Who knew what had led up to her orange frenzy?

      “Thank you, and sorry.” The woman sighed. “It’s just been quite the day.” She grabbed a final orange from the floor, then steadied her Asda Bag For Life.

      Cordy nodded. “Right.” She had no idea what that meant.

      “Actually, quite the week. Quite the last few months.”

      The tube pulled up at North Greenwich. Cordy’s stop.

      “Enjoy your oranges,” she told the woman.

      Finally, the hint of a smile.

      As Cordy reached the tube door, she heard a yelp. When she turned, the baby had projectile vomited across the carriage, and the puke was now dripping from the top of the oranges.

      Cordy got off the tube before Orange Lady had a complete meltdown.
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      It had been a rugged, arm-wrestle of a day. Hannah Driver flung herself into her flat, closed the door, and sucked in a huge breath. Bad move. All she could smell was orange-tinged baby vomit. It wasn’t a fragrance she planned to bottle anytime soon. In fact, she wanted to get rid of it, pronto.

      She walked into her bathroom, tipped the oranges into the bath, then ran the cold water. She rinsed, adding hot water when her fingers couldn’t take the temperature anymore, then stood with her hands on her hips, eyeing the fruit. There had to be at least 60, maybe more. What was she going to do with them?

      She hadn’t thought that part through before she’d stolen the fruit on the last day of her job at Fruity Tooty Juice Bar. The theft was a statement. A two-finger salute to her ex-employers. She couldn’t possibly have foreseen how impossible oranges were to transport. She did now.

      Thank goodness for the kind woman with the dyed red hair and the clickbait green gaze. Hannah was pretty sure she’d come over as ungrateful and gruff. But that was her survival mechanism kicking in. She couldn’t accept the woman’s help with grace. Somebody being so nice to her would have tipped her over the edge, made her fall apart.

      Leaving the oranges to enjoy their bath, she threw her keys in the bowl by the front door, put her coat and bag on the hook, then finally allowed herself to relax as she walked down the hallway to her lounge. Soon to be her bedroom. On the wall was a photo of her and Lauren, grinning like idiots in front of the Eiffel Tower. Every time she passed it, it took her back and a spark of happiness ignited. Until she remembered.

      Lauren had ended things just after Halloween, saying they were on “different paths”. She’d disappeared from the flat the next day, and then from Hannah’s life altogether. Eighteen months of togetherness, and then, boom! Hannah was surplus to requirements. A little like she had been in her job. This had not been a stellar few months.

      She stared at the photo. Who pays for a trip to Paris, and then leaves three months later? It still made no sense at all. She’d thought they were destined. She reached out a hand and took the photo down. Then she walked through to the small kitchen the size of a postage stamp, and dropped the photo frame in the bin.

      “What are you doing? At least save the frame, you might want it later!” Hannah’s mum’s voice echoed in her ears. She was very much about living life carefully. About doing the right thing. About living up to expectations. Which is where she and Hannah clashed a lot when it came to Hannah’s career (or lack thereof), along with Hannah’s sexuality.

      Her third daughter being queer and wanting to be a performer wasn’t something Polly Driver was keen on, despite the fact her mum had once been a performer. Or perhaps, that was why. Her mum was convinced that performing was a one-way ticket to poverty and disappointment. She’d been in a band, been ousted, then joined another, and her dreams had been dashed when her very strict parents found out and banned her from performing.

      “Those were different times. You did what your parents told you to,” she’d said.

      However, Hannah had never forgotten that New Year when her mum had drunk one too many champagnes, and opened up about her time as a singer. She’d got a wistful look in her eye as she told them how it was the most exhilarating time of her life, how it unlocked a part of her she never knew was there. Then, when a Bowie track her band used to play came on the Spotify playlist, her mum had got up and spun around the room, completely taken over by the music. Hannah and her sisters had all exchanged stunned looks.

      Their mum didn’t sing anymore. She’d put that part of her life in a box and stowed it away. Got on with the job of having a steady career in finance and raising her three daughters, because that’s what she was expected to do.

      But Hannah knew the urge was still there.

      That it never went away.

      When Hannah performed, it took her somewhere special. She loved the drama, the power. But she wanted her performance to be more, to maybe wear a new costume.

      Her mum knew the magic of performing, too.

      As a daughter, Hannah was a letdown on many levels. Hence, it was best never to let her mum know how she was failing in other areas of her life. Love? Check. Job? Double-check. Plus, she might soon be homeless. Dammit, she hoped she could at least stave off that impending disaster. She could just imagine her mum’s face if she didn’t.

      Her hand hovered over the bin. Should she rescue the frame as her mum would want? She shook her head. Polly might want it, but crucially, Hannah didn’t. The frame was tarnished, and it was time to move on. To start thinking positively. Even if her one act of defiance had ended in a bathful of oranges.

      For starters, she had three interviews for potential flatmates starting tomorrow. At least one had to be decent, right? Her financial situation dictated that even if they weren’t, she’d have to accept one. But that was for tomorrow. Tonight, she was going to relax. To that end, Hannah opened the fridge, and pulled out the bottle of chardonnay she’d scored for a fiver. She poured herself a glass and smiled as she took the first sip. It tasted cheap, but it did the job.

      In the lounge, she put her wine on her IKEA LACK coffee table, then did a lap of the room, removing any trace of Lauren. She should have done it weeks ago. One more photo of them at Lauren’s friend’s wedding, in dresses and heels, done up to the nines. She’d ended the night barefoot. Heels were a man-made construct to stop women being able to run, surely?

      There was also a straw donkey they’d bought while on holiday in Spain that had to go. She contemplated giving the vase Lauren had bought to charity, but decided she liked it too much. She could fill it with gorgeous flowers, get over the association. She put the photo and the straw donkey in the bin, then returned, eyeing up the space where the dining table and chairs had sat. Lauren hadn’t taken much, but she’d taken those. Now, Hannah was about to put a bed there. She shook her head. Life could change in the blink of an eye. But she wasn’t going to get maudlin.

      She sat forward and grasped the remote. It was sticky. She held it up for closer inspection. What had she eaten before watching telly last? She licked her finger. Strawberry jam. Not bad. On the coffee table, her phone buzzed.

      A message from Syd, head of the drag and burlesque collective she belonged to.

      Can you slot in for Alicia tomorrow? Her mum’s still sick.

      She messaged him straight back to say yes. She needed all the work she could get now she’d lost her day job. The transformation from mundane, juice-bar manager covered in orange pith to burlesque dancer never failed to thrill her. But while she was happy doing burlesque (and she definitely needed the money), she’d seen a few drag kings perform lately, and wondered if she could do that, too. Create a character, maybe sing live. She had the time to do it now she was unemployed. She chewed her lip as a light bulb flickered in her mind.

      At eight, she’d stomped around the house pretending to be a boy. At nine, she’d insisted on being called Han. At ten, she’d joined the football team and styled herself on David Beckham. And then hormones kicked in, and teenage years blurred the distinction, and she’d grown more comfortable in her skin. But the ache in her stomach never entirely went away. Maybe she could regain that strut, that other side of her, throw it into performance and make something different. Make someone different.

      Burlesque felt like work, and she was good at it. Whereas, contemplating being a drag king stirred something far deeper inside her.

      “I want to be a drag king.” That was the first time she’d said those words out loud.

      Hannah jolted as a spark ignited inside, then sucked in a calming breath. She’d told hardly anyone about her night-time side hustle. Only Lauren, who’d hated that she performed burlesque. Could Hannah make doing both burlesque and drag work as her main gig?

      She took another sip of her wine, and thought about her oranges. A ten-second Google returned a 20-minute video on how to make marmalade. Her enthusiasm died. It seemed like an awful lot of work. But if she didn’t make marmalade, what was she going to do with them? Hannah didn’t have a juicer, and she wasn’t about to do it by hand.

      A kernel of an idea lodged in her brain. She jumped up and checked the cupboard by the front door. The pink-and-white candy-striped paper bags she’d over-ordered for her cousin’s wedding were still there. She walked back into her bathroom and eyed the oranges. She was going to dry them, bag them up and gift them to her neighbours. It was a way of introducing herself at least, something she’d been meaning to do ever since she moved in over a year ago.

      Didn’t they say that giving was better than receiving?

      Hannah was going to put it to the test.
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      “You know what I mean. How do I know if I’ve made the right move? I love living here, but I need to find my own space.” Cordy tucked her dyed red hair behind her right ear and sat on the stool at her gran’s kitchen island. Strictly speaking, it was Gran and Joan’s kitchen island. Cordy wasn’t sure what it said that her 80-year-old gran had more luck with the ladies than she had of late. Actually, she did know, but she didn’t want to dwell on that sore point. She’d thought once she moved to London, doors would open and the world would be her oyster. So far, every oyster she’d encountered had stayed shut tight.

      “For one, you don’t give up so easily with the flat-share interviews.” Her gran made the tea in her white china teapot, then grabbed a couple of mugs from the pegboard on the far wall. Her gran’s wife, Joan, had an eye for design. No mug tree for them.

      When and if Cordy ever had enough money to buy her own house (it seemed like a far-off pipe dream right now), she was definitely stealing some of Joan’s ideas. The mug pegboard for one. The coffee station for two. Don’t get her started on their enormous wine fridge, either.

      Yes, she was living with her gran and Joan for the time being, so she could enjoy these luxuries. However, it was a temporary solution. She was living in Joan’s writing room that she’d cleared for her, and she wanted to give it back. Her housing situation was causing her sleepless nights and she had to sort it soon. She had her tenth flat-share interview tomorrow. The previous nine had all been unsuccessful.

      “I know, I know.” Cordy rubbed a teaspoon between her thumb and forefinger. “But nine rejections. Plus, tomorrow’s place seems too good to be true. Close to my work, too cheap. Something has to be wrong with it. The ad said there was a catch, but that it would be revealed at the interview. Right now, I’m desperate enough to consider most things.”

      “You most certainly are not.” Joan walked into the kitchen, giving her gran a smile that always made Cordy’s heart sing. These two were young lovers in London 60 years ago, and after a lifetime apart, they’d recently reconnected. To say they were meant to be was an understatement. Cordy’s heart ached they hadn’t found each other earlier. But both her gran and Joan were adamant: they found each other again when they were meant to, and now they were going to make the most of the time they had left.

      Cordy didn’t like to dwell on that, either.

      “You can stay here as long as you like, so you’re not desperate in the slightest.” Joan held up a hand that had seen life. Eighty years. Cordy could hardly comprehend it. “I know you want to be independent, but you should wait until the right place comes along. Your home is your sanctuary. Make sure you’re comfortable there. Where’s this one tomorrow?”

      “Haggerston,” Cordy replied.

      Gran loaded the tea tray with Jaffa Cakes, her new addiction, then Cordy jumped up and carried it through to the lounge, placing it carefully on the marble coffee table. She was always petrified she was going to break it or scratch it, and nothing was going to stop that fear. Once she moved out, at least she wouldn’t have that daily worry. She sat in the armchair to the left of the fireplace. Her gran and Joan sat in their usual positions, on the mustard sofa to her right.

      Above the fireplace, in pride of place, was a photo of their wedding day just four months ago. The pair, photographed by a cool lesbian photographer named Heidi, were laughing, heads back, and it was the most gorgeous, natural photo. Their wedding had been a sumptuous day shared with close family and friends, including Cordy’s mum and dad, her brother, Elliott, plus Joan’s nephew Vincent and his husband, Gary. There had also been a gaggle of lesbians her gran had got to know when she found Joan again. Some of them had oozed style and glamour. They’d all been way out of Cordy’s price bracket.

      Yes, her gran knew more queer women in London than she did. It was another fact she had to turn around if she wanted to make a go of living here.

      “I remember when you didn’t go to Haggerston unless you were desperate. Is it desirable now?” Joan leaned forward and poured the tea from the bone-china pot.

      “Depends who you ask.” Cordy pressed the tip of her index finger to her chest. “To me, yes.”

      Joan gave her a knowing look. “First rule of flat-hunting: be laidback, and they’ll come to you. Maybe you’ve been giving off an air of desperation.”

      Cordy had thought the same thing. She was going to correct that, starting tomorrow. She glanced at the fruit bowl on the edge of the coffee table. The two oranges at the bottom made Cordy smile.

      “Anyway, despite my rubbish flat situation, at least my day wasn’t as bad as this woman on the tube who had two big bags of oranges, and proceeded to tip them all over the tube carriage.”

      “Oh my goodness, poor thing!” Gran’s face creased with anxiety. “Did she manage to collect them back up?”

      Cordy nodded. “Mostly. I gave her a hand. But she was flushed, to say the least.” Also, grumpy. But with a great cleavage. But Cordy wasn’t going to admit that to this audience. They’d jump on it and be relentless until she agreed to scour London for Orange Lady.

      Cordy grabbed a mug of tea, along with a Jaffa Cake. Everything could be soothed by this combination.

      “You know what, I’ve got a good feeling about tomorrow. You’ve got your job sorted. Your flat will fall into place soon. Then, you just need a girlfriend in your life.”

      Cordy spluttered. “You of all people know that’s easier said than done.”

      Her gran tapped the side of her forehead. “Positive mental attitude, that’s what you need. You’re not going to find a woman without it. Picture the perfect woman in your mind, and maybe she might manifest into reality.” Her gran was all about self-help and spirituality these days. She’d discovered podcasts since she’d moved to London, and now there was no holding her back.

      Her perfect woman? Cordy’s mind instantly conjured an image of Orange Lady. Difficult. Odd. Gorgeous. She was just Cordy’s type. She pushed the picture from her brain. “Positive mental attitude. I’ll make sure I’m wearing it head to toe tomorrow.”
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      Hannah knocked on the doors of all three of her immediate neighbours. One answered and refused the oranges, one wasn’t in, while the other took the free fruit but his face told her he was waiting for the catch. Perhaps that whole ‘making friends’ vibe was going to be harder than she thought.

      She bounded up the creaky, threadbare stairs to the next floor. Aromas of garlic and tomatoes wafted up her nose. Her stomach rumbled. She’d only eaten a tuna bagel today. Admittedly, it had been from Sylvie’s Bagels, the boss of bagel shops, but it was still minimal food. Hannah was a regular customer, and Sylvie had admonished her, telling her, “she needed to eat more to stop looking like a rake”. A rake with a rack, but a rake, nonetheless.

      The next door she knocked on proved to be the owner of the delicious smells. A woman answered her knock almost before she finished it. She had styled afro hair and a cool apron that proclaimed, Don’t Fuck With Me, Or I’ll Put You In My Soup.

      Hannah explained her oranges dilemma and the woman took two bags. Behind her, a man in Lycra wandered into the hallway.

      “Alan!” the woman said, turning. “This is our neighbour. Come and say hi. She’s giving us free oranges that she nicked from her job today.”

      Alan grinned as he approached the doorway, carefully rounding his bike that was propped against the wall. “That’s a sentence that can only be spoken in London, but we’ll gratefully accept.”

      The woman dumped the oranges in Alan’s arms. “I’m Bernice,” she added. “You are?”

      “Hannah.” She paused. “And can I just say, the smell coming from your flat is insane. I want to lick the door.”

      Bernice grinned. “New recipe I’m working on. And no need to lick our door: very unhygienic I imagine. Come back in half an hour and I’ll give you some. As a thank you for the oranges.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I want to.” She turned her head to Alan. “Wasn’t I just saying to you recently that I want to be more neighbourly?”

      Alan nodded. “She was. We’ve lived here for six months and don’t know anybody.”

      “Have you got dinner for tonight?” Bernice asked.

      “I’ve only had a bagel today,” Hannah replied. “Too busy stealing oranges.”

      “In that case, it’s settled. Knock for your dinner at six.”

      She gave them another bag of oranges, then turned her attention to the blood-red door opposite. The person who answered gave her a quizzical look.

      Hannah fought not to give them one, too, because they had a five o’clock shadow painted on their face, their short dark hair swept up in a quiff. She’d found a drag king! Or at least, if they weren’t a drag king, someone who was very good at makeup. Hannah had so many questions. Also, a mountain of oranges that came first. Hannah did her spiel, and the person accepted the oranges. She was about to leave, when her curiosity got the better of her.

      “I have to ask. Your face paint. What’s it for?”

      The person puffed out their chest.

      “For a performance later. I’m a drag king.”

      Excitement bubbled in Hannah’s chest, like a year-ten chemistry experiment. “I’m a performer, too.” She clenched her fist to stop her hand from shaking. “Currently burlesque, but I want to get into drag.”

      “Really?” They leaned forward and peered into Hannah’s bag of oranges. “How many of those have you got, by the way?”

      “Loads. Still a full bag downstairs.”

      “My mum makes marmalade and she could take the whole lot off your hands if you want to get rid of them. She’d be absolutely thrilled.”

      “That would be perfect.” No more door knocking was the ideal scenario.

      The person stood back. “Come in, and I’ll message her your details. She should be able to swing by tomorrow. This will give me brownie points as I didn’t make it for her birthday last weekend. I was working, and she hasn’t forgiven me. I’m Theo, by the way.”

      “Hannah, good to meet you.”

      They shook hands, and exchanged a warm smile.

      A few messages later, and it was arranged that Theo’s mum would collect the oranges tomorrow. Hannah nipped back to her flat to get the rest of the fruit. When she returned, Theo was at their kitchen island, giant mirror on top, painting on a handlebar moustache. Hannah tried her hardest not to stare, but her fingers itched to paint one onto herself. She clenched her fists by her sides again.

      “Burlesque to drag. Why the change?” Theo eyed her with curiosity.

      Hannah shrugged, fighting hard to play it cool when she felt anything but. “They’re not too dissimilar really. Just performances of different sorts.”

      “True, and I know plenty who do both. The want in people’s eyes, when they’re not sure if they want to be you or fuck you?” Theo grinned. “I like to stir things up. Drag stirs things up, apparently. Just ask right-wing politicians.”

      Theo finished painting one side of their moustache with the final swirl, then stepped back and assessed it from various angles. “What do you think? I’m trying out a new look.”

      “I think it looks good.”

      I think I want one, too.

      Theo grinned, then licked their lips. “Have you done any drag yet?”

      Hannah shook her head. Her heart thumped in her chest. “I figure I need to work up a drag name and persona first. It’s what I did with burlesque.”

      “Then it seems like you knocked on the right door at the right time.”

      “I did?”

      Theo nodded. “We’re going to exchange numbers because I run drag workshops. Plus, I live upstairs from you. And what do they say about helping others out, paying it forward? You just gave me some oranges. You made my mum happy. This is good karma biting you on the bum.” Theo paused. “Plus, you already do burlesque, so I assume you can perform?”

      Hannah nodded. “I can. I have crowds who would agree.”

      “Getting up on stage is half the battle. You’ve already conquered that. Have a think about what you want to do drag-wise. Do you want to strip? Do comedy? Lip-sync? Live vocals? Make a statement with it all? There are so many options.” Theo sat back on their stool, and put a hand over their heart. “But the best way to go is by doing what feels right. Be you in your immense power on stage. It might take trial and error, but once you find it, you can fully commit.”

      They pressed their finger to their chest. “For me, I’ve always loved dressy military outfits. I dreamt up an act to fit that. My drag name is Captain Von Strap.”

      Hannah grinned. “I fucking love that.”

      “So do I,” Theo replied with a matching grin. “I sing modern songs with an ultra-masc vibe, and the crowds go wild for it. But it was always in me.” They eyed Hannah. “What’s always been in you? That’s what you need to think about. It’s what I teach on my course. I’m doing one this weekend. Come along. It’ll give you some ideas, I promise. It’s sold out, but I’ll squeeze you in.”

      She wanted to hug Theo. And Hannah didn’t voluntarily hug many people. “That would be epic, thank you so much.” Could this be the break she’d been waiting for?

      Theo handed over their phone. “Put your name and number in there and I’ll message you the details.”

      Hannah took the phone and did as she was told. This was actually happening. Something positive, for a change.

      “It’s a great time to start drag, the scene’s really hotting up, particularly for kings. Can you sing?”

      Hannah gave the phone back, then nodded. “I was in a couple of productions at uni. I’d love to use my voice more. It’s not really an option in burlesque.”

      “You’re a step ahead, then. If you can do comedy or sing, you’re going to get booked up. You should enter one of the competitions currently on in the clubs, too. It’s a great way to get yourself noticed and booked.” They offered their hand and Hannah shook it. “It was lovely to meet you. But now I have to get rid of you so I can finish getting ready.” Theo walked her to the front door. “I reckon we met today for a reason, don’t you? The universe working in mysterious ways. I’ll be in touch about the weekend. Amanda says thanks for the oranges. That’s my mum, by the way. I’ll drop some marmalade around when it’s made.”

      Theo shut the door and Hannah stared at it for a few seconds.

      That was what she’d call a success. She’d got rid of her oranges, and she might just have changed the course of her life.
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      Cordy’s classes today had taken place in her new music studio. When she’d told her gran about the space, she and Joan had been so impressed. Cordy hadn’t burst their bubble by telling them it was little more than a glorified shed with windows. Still, it was a secure place to store the school’s meagre supply of instruments. More importantly, it was an independent building where she and her pupils could make as much noise as they liked.

      Today, her star pupil, a 14-year-old named Romilly, had come for her lesson and made a whole world of noise, most of it fabulous. Romilly was very serious about her music grade exams and wanted to play the classics. The only trouble was, her playing lacked soul. Romilly was terrific at learning the notes and putting them together in the order they were meant to be in. But she needed to play them with passion. That’s what Cordy had been trying to teach her today. It’s what her grandfather, Kenneth, had taught her through his love of classical music. It was going to take Romilly time to grasp the concept, but Cordy was determined she’d get there. When she did, Cordy had no doubt Romilly would blow the examiners away. Not to mention the summer concert.

      Cordy lugged her grey leather bag across the playground to the main building. At 4pm, it was already getting dark, but lack of light was no hindrance to the group of boys playing football to her right. She was still pondering how to make Romilly feel the music, when a shout of “Miss, look out!” made her look up.

      The slap of the football hitting her face stung far more than she expected. Cordy dropped her bag and staggered sideways, clutching her cheek. She had no idea how people played football for a living. Getting slapped in the face with a ball daily would not be her preferred career choice. When she opened her eyes, sheet music was scattered all over the concrete at her feet. Thankfully, the boys were all around her, collecting it as quick as it had escaped. She moved her jaw left to right. Not broken. Eyelid still intact. Eyeball working. It could have been worse.

      “I’m so sorry Miss, I didn’t mean to hit you.” The teenager’s face was creased with concern. “Are you okay?” He held out the gathered sheets to her.

      “I’ll live,” Cordy replied. “I thought the goal was that way?” She pointed over the boy’s shoulder where jumpers on the ground marked the goal.

      He nodded, then looked down at his feet. “Sliced it, Miss.”

      “He thinks he’s Messi, but he’s not Miss,” said his friend with a laugh.

      Cordy took her papers, grabbed her bag and stuffed them in. “Just kick it a bit softer next time I’m crossing the playground.”

      The boy nodded. “You got it, Miss.” He gave her a smile, then led the group away. Not for the first time since taking up teaching in an inner-city comprehensive, she was touched by the care of these pupils. Teenagers got a bad rap, but she had nothing but praise for them. Even when they whacked her in the head.

      The staff room wasn’t busy when she got there, only a handful of teachers grabbing a breather before the after-school work kicked in. She dumped her bag by a row of three armchairs, and made herself an instant coffee. Nescafé plus Coffee Mate. Creamy deliciousness, rotting her insides daily. Most things that tasted that good normally did. Her flat-share interview wasn’t for another hour, so she wasn’t in a rush. She needed to check her face was still intact before she went. She didn’t want to scare her prospective flatmate on first sight.

      Her colleague, Greta, a maths teacher with an impressive shock of dyed blonde hair, filled a mug of coffee beside her. Greta wore a perfume that smelled of floral summer nights. It always made Cordy want to lean in. As did her lilting Irish accent. Greta looked like she should be a TV presenter on one of those home makeover shows, and it was a complete mystery how she ended up teaching maths in London.

      “You’ve got,” she said, waving a finger around Cordy’s face with a frown. “Some indentations in your face? And it’s a bit red.”

      Cordy nodded towards the window. “Got in a fight with a football. The football won.”

      “Ouch!” Greta replied. “How was today’s battle with children wielding instruments? More tuneful and less painful, I hope?”

      “Not too bad. I even recognised some of what they were trying to play, so I can’t complain.” Cordy shrugged. “What about the world of numbers? Did your lot remember their times tables?”

      Greta rolled her eyes as she added three heaped teaspoons of Coffee Mate to her mug. “Absolutely not. The next generation is screwed. Not one of them will be able to add up a single thing without the aid of technology. I fear for our children and their children.”

      “But they will be able to play ‘Clair De Lune’ on their recorders. I will make sure of it. All is not lost.”

      “Thank the lord.”

      They both walked towards their usual armchairs with a smirk. Outside the main window, the two boys who’d spoken to her scuffled over the football. The smaller boy won and ran off with it. The one who’d kicked the ball at her rugby-tackled him to the floor.

      “How’s your gran and her new wife? I don’t think I’ll ever get over their story, or knowing their granddaughter, or the fact that you live with them in a swanky Greenwich pad.”

      “They’re both good, still way more lively than they’ve got any need to be. I tell them to enjoy their lives at

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/custard-books-logo.jpg
custard
books






OEBPS/images/londoneverafter-ebook-cover-final.jpg
FROM BEST-SELLING LESBIAN ROMANCE AUTHOR

CLARE LYDON

o
AFTER

BOOK 9 IN THE LONDON ROMANGE SERIES






