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Renée Dahlia

A fake date ... a real secret 

An invitation to her ex's wedding is the icing on a crappy cake for burlesque dancer Yolande. Her ex ghosted her just as they were about to take the stage for their neo-burlesque act. Yolande’s friends at Seraph's Burlesque Club persuade her that attending will show her ex that she's moved on. She just needs a date. 

Shy bartender Reiko has a secret, or two. She can't risk anyone discovering that her life as a penniless PhD student and bartender is a sham. And even though she's been in love with Yolande since forever, when Yolande needs a plus-one to save face at her ex’s wedding, Reiko knows any fantasy of romance is just that - fantasy. Yolande will never notice the way Reiko looks at her. 

When the drama of the wedding reveals a spark of attraction between them, Reiko will have to risk her fake identity for the hope of real love.

- found family

- fake dating

- friends to lovers

- only one bed

About the author

Renée Dahlia is an unabashed romance reader who loves feisty women and strong, clever men. Her books reflect this, with a side note of awkward humour. Renée has a science degree in physics. When not distracted by the characters fighting for attention in her brain, she works in the horse-racing industry doing data analysis and writing magazine articles. When she isn’t reading or writing, Renée spends her time with her partner and four children, usually watching them play cricket.

For everyone with multiple careers who don’t really know what they want to do with their life. It’s okay not to know. 
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Welcome to SHOW UP, the first book in the Seraph’s Burlesque Club series. 

This series consists of three lesbian romances is set in a burlesque club in London. If you love to read about a found family with queer people who thrive, this series has that and more. This book is friends to lovers with a high heat level, fake dating, only one bed, and a fun heist. 

Please note that this book is set in a post-COVID London where everyone is vaccinated. There will be some references to the pandemic. There are also references to a character’s mother dying in a car crash prior to the book, and a minor discussion of racism.

This book is written in Australian English and some of the spelling and phrases might be unfamiliar to American readers. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 
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Chapter 1
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“Can you grab some more beers from the store room before Yolande and Helen go on?” 

Reiko nodded in response to Steph’s question and walked away from the noise of a busy Seraph’s Burlesque Club, down the hallway towards the cold store room out the back of the bar. Londoners had embraced being allowed to go back to the pub with a vengeance. If people had ever doubted Londoners’ love for a drink with friends, there was no doubt now. The club scene thrived, and most people weren’t fussed about having to show their digital vaccination card before entering, because at least they could get out of their bloody homes. 

Yolande and Helen were one of the most popular acts, with many regulars who would need refreshments after their set. Their modern neo-burlesque style with Helen in top hat and tails while Yolande wore frilly summer frocks quickly became an act of bondage as they revealed the leather corsets and steam-punk chains underneath. Crowds loved them. Each layer of their dance had wide appeal, especially with the groups of young men who fetishized lesbians. Ahh well, burlesque was all about the tease and those young men spent a good amount of money every evening. Reiko, like all the staff here, was adept at ignoring that nonsense. And while they were the worst part of the crowd, there were many others who genuinely loved watching two women kiss; people like Reiko who could only be free to be herself here at Seraph’s. Was it really freedom if she kept secrets wherever she went? Her family didn’t know about this part of her life and her friends had no clue who her family was, and her PhD supervisor knew nothing about her at all.  

Reiko picked up the box of expensive craft beer bottles from the cold store and made her way along the narrow corridor past the dancer’s dressing rooms back to the bar. A wail rang out from one of the dressing rooms, and she paused to listen. If she had to bet, she’d guess the hysterical sobs came from Yolande, although that made zero sense because she’d bounced in here happy to be back on stage with Helen. 

Yolande being upset was so out of character that Reiko almost dropped the case of beer she carried. Reiko loved Yolande’s enthusiasm for life. During the hardest parts of the lockdown, Yolande’s joie de vivre had kept them all from the pits of despair over the plight of the world. She placed the beer on the floor and leaned against the wall, ready to help. 

“You can’t let her bad choice ruin your act.” The calm voice from Seraph’s owner, Beth, belied her words. Whose bad choice? Helen’s? 

“But she’s gone. Forever. I loved her.” Yolande sobbed, each word cutting at Reiko’s heart. Helen had quit dancing? Reiko gasped—not just quit dancing—by the sound of Yolande’s anguish, Helen must be injured or even dead. Gone. That’s what Yolande said. Reiko wanted to rush in there and wrap Yolande up in a big hug, but she scoffed at herself. Yolande’s relationship wasn’t her business. Reiko was just the kitty, who picked up all the discarded costumes and did all the awful jobs no one else wanted. She was everyone’s shoulder to cry on, their friend when needed, and the quiet one who everyone ignored when they didn’t need her. Damn, she sounded bitter. A little unrequited admiration for Yolande shouldn’t unbalance her like that. She chose this job and she loved it here. She leaned down to pick up the beers and get back to work.

“Get on stage and prove her wrong. She left and you can do this without her.” Beth’s sharp tone cut through Yolande’s sob. It stopped Reiko mid-bend. How catastrophic of her to assume Helen was dead. She’d quit. Like Beth said, Helen had made a bad choice. What dreadful timing. Reiko wanted to say that she’d never liked Helen anyway, but it wasn’t true. Helen could be a pain in the arse at times, but she was usually nice to everyone. The reality was that Reiko had always been jealous of Helen. Helen, who got to kiss Yolande and go home with her after the show. Helen, who had amazing tits and a glamorous body. Serenity Busts was Helen’s stage name, and her Christmas special where she’d pole-danced to a remix featuring the famous Seinfeld Serenity Now joke had been one of their most popular online shows. 

“Come on. Wash your face. Let’s do your makeup and then you can go out there and slay the crowd. Give them the show of your life, and afterwards, Reiko or Steph will make you a drink. You can cry later.” Beth’s no-nonsense approach must have worked because there were no more sobs. A guilty flush tracked over the back of Reiko’s neck. She shouldn’t have heard any of that; it was none of her business. She picked up the case of beer and hustled back to the bar. 

“What took you so long?” Steph looked a bit stressed.

“Sorry.” Reiko opened the box and stacked the beers in the fridge behind the bar. When she stood up, she blinked. Crowds lined the bar. “Hi, who is next?” She smiled at the group of people lining the bar and got to work. 

Hours later, Reiko’s feet ached, and she wanted to sit down and take off her practical shoes. She should book a massage, or a pedicure, or both for tomorrow to soothe her sore feet. Standing all evening wasn’t the best for her feet or her back. She heard the whisper of Mum’s voice asking why she did it when she didn’t have to, and she welcomed the slight ache in preference to her family’s expectations for her life. 

“Well done, Reiko.” Steph held up her palm and Reiko gave her a half-hearted high five. 

“It’s good to be busy.” It really was, and her sore feet were a good reminder that Seraph’s Burlesque Club might just survive. She needed this place as much as it needed her; this was her found family. Everyone made her feel welcome in a way that her family didn’t, and she’d never really felt like she belonged in her other work either. She shook off the usual annoyance at her PhD supervisor. Things were supposed to be better now that she was a doctoral student; she had more autonomy over her research. Yes, she’d picked a topic that wasn’t very fashionable or popular, but it mattered to her. It was trendy to be vegan, and yet many of the most popular influencers were hugely problematic. A couple of years ago, when the Black Lives Matter movement had peaked, it’d been easy to convince her supervisor that it would be worthwhile to investigate racism among the vegan movement, but now everyone wanted to pretend that racism had been solved and her research was suddenly deemed irrelevant. All of which meant it was more relevant than ever before. She sighed; being here at Seraph’s gave her a break from the stress of having to prove her topic worthy.  

“Hey, we just pulled a record take tonight.” Beth bundled Steph into a hug. “You did a great job managing the bar. That’s our best taking since... before.” Everyone knew what the pause meant; before the pandemic had fucked everything. The whole world had some form of PTSD, Reiko was sure of it, and the ongoing nuances and impacts would keep social science and psychotherapy researchers busy for years. 

“It was a team effort. Poor Reiko must have done a million trips to the store room tonight to keep the front bar stocked. And Jack’s show really held the crowd together after Yolande’s disaster.” 

“Steph.” Reiko didn’t want to hear anyone talk negatively about Yolande after her show tonight. Yes, she’d missed a couple of cues and fumbled over her costume and bolted from stage at the end leaving their MC Charlie, The Gloved Gatsby, to cover up with some clever jokes. Yolande was nowhere to be seen, so Reiko slipped out while everyone was congratulating each other on a good night. She knocked gently on the dressing room door. 

“Yeah?” 

“Can I come in?” 

“Sure.” Yolande’s sigh filled the air as Reiko pushed the door open. 

“Are you okay?” Reiko knew the answer was no before she even asked the question, but there was no other way to begin. 

Yolande blinked once, her dark brown eyes filled with the sheen of unspilled tears. “Not really.” 

“I’m so sorry to hear about Helen.” 

“Thanks.”

“Is there anything I can do?” 

Yolande frowned. “Yeah. Have you seen my blue lace agate crystal? I’ve searched everywhere.” 

“No, sorry.” 

“My show was a total disaster without it.” 

“It wasn’t a total disaster.” Only a series of small hiccups, ones that were covered up by the really good team who worked the stage. 

“Reiko. You’ve seen enough burlesque to know a disaster when you see one. Don’t try to smooth this over. I’ve lost my lover, my dance partner, and my lucky crystal tonight. I couldn’t cope if you lied to me as well.” 

Reiko nodded slowly. “Obviously, it wasn’t your best performance, but I’m being honest when I say it wasn’t a disaster. Remember that time Sassy Pearl threw up on the pianist? That was a disaster.” 

Yolande laughed, then pinched her lips together. “Oh my God. Poor girl. She got so drunk before her first performance and it all went wrong.” 

“And you know what? Even that wasn’t a disaster. Charlie did a wonderful job in making the crowd empathise with her, the show went on, and the piano was eventually cleaned. We’re all here for you, Yolande.” 

“Thank you.” Her shaky sigh filled the air. “That does help.” 

“Anytime. Do you want to come and join the others for a drink? We’ve had a great night and Beth wants to celebrate.” 

“No. I might head home.” 

“Are you sure you’ll be alright?” Reiko thought Yolande shared a flat with Helen. “Friends don’t let friends hurt alone.” 

Yolande jumped up and wrapped Reiko in a hug without any warning, so Reiko had no time to prepare herself for the sensory onslaught. Heat flushed across her skin, and she breathed out slowly to steady her heart. The hug meant nothing. Well, nothing like she wanted it to mean, anyway. 

“Thanks for thinking of me. You are a good friend. Maybe one drink. Come on.” Yolande sprang away as fast as she’d hugged Reiko and if it wasn’t for the flash of emotion on her face, it would have been easy to assume that everything was as fine as Yolande obviously wanted it to be. Burlesque dancers were fantastic actors, and the way Yolande easily fell into her role as the life of the party annoyed Reiko. Annoyed? No, it really bugged her. She was worried for Yolande. 

“Are you coming?” Yolande poked her head back inside the dressing room, and Reiko nodded. 

“Yes, of course.” It took Reiko a while to recentre herself—especially after the hug—before she walked the short distance back to the bar. The crew at Seraph’s loved a good hug and it’d taken Reiko a while to get accustomed to it coming from a non-demonstrative family. Now she loved it, the quiet comfort of a body pressed against her without the confusion of desire. She could even hug Yolande like that if she had a moment to prepare herself. Everyone here was so loving and friendly, and she needed them more than anything else. The sounds of everyone’s conversation flowed around her like a warm blanket in winter, and she popped behind the bar to pour herself a glass of rosé. 

“I can’t believe she just left like that.” Charlie had been the one to introduce Helen to Yolande. Charlie always believed the best in people, so it wasn’t a surprise that Charlie wouldn’t believe that Helen was capable of being selfish and hurtful. Reiko breathed in deep—it was a good way to live life, as if people were genuine—and given Charlie’s background, it had to be a deliberate choice. 

Yolande shrugged. “I only know what you guys know. I arrived here tonight and Beth told me Helen had called to say she wasn’t going to dance anymore. She was sorry to leave Beth in the lurch but that was it.” The unsaid comment that Helen hadn’t had the guts to talk to Yolande directly could be read on everyone’s faces, from Jack’s wide eyes, Ace’s sneer, and Beth’s frown. 

“She just ghosted you?” Charlie asked. 

Reiko cleared her throat. “Technically it’s not ghosting if she called Beth.” 

“Reiko. I don’t think technicalities are going to help right now.” Ace laughed, and Reiko tried not to cringe at the notion. She hadn’t meant to make a joke if it might hurt Yolande.  

“Yeah. It’s a crappy thing to do either way.” 

“I think we all agree on that.” Beth coughed. “I have some other news to share and it’s not great. I wanted to wait until after the show to share with everyone.” 

Almost everyone groaned in a collective worried noise that echoed around the empty room. The phonics in there were designed for a crowd, not for a few mates standing at the bar chatting after a show. 

“Get on with it then.” Yolande gulped down the rest of her drink and squared her shoulders. “You may as well tell everyone. It’ll stop me having to tell it over and over again.” There was more in the Helen situation? Reiko wanted to wrap Yolande up in a blanket and make it all go away. 

“I figured that you’d want that. And this news, well, it’s going to need us all to stick together.”

“To Seraph’s. Our family.” Ace and Jack lifted their glasses up high. Reiko quietly refilled Yolande’s glass and smiled when Yolande gave her a little nod of thanks. 

“Okay. News time. Helen didn’t just quit working for us. She’s given up burlesque forever because...” Beth rolled her fingers on the bar like a fake drum roll. 

“Oh come on,” Yolande grumped. 

“Helen is getting married and we are all invited to the wedding.” Beth announced this as if it wouldn’t completely devastate Yolande. Reiko rushed around the bar and wrapped her arms around Yolande’s waist. She rested her head between Yolande’s shoulder blades, but it didn’t last. Yolande pushed her away and bolted out of the room, leaving Reiko to stand there while her friends stared awkwardly at her. Now they all knew that she felt more for Yolande than friendship, and she’d been thoroughly rejected. She focused on trying to breathe. 

“Helen can’t be serious?” Reiko had to say something to clear the awful silence. Everyone talked at once, with all manner of horror and speculation at Helen’s announcement. 

“Why quit and then invite us to her wedding? And what is wrong with her that she couldn’t give us more notice?” Ace’s questions had everyone in agreement. 

“It does seem like a dog act to leave so quickly. Perhaps inviting us to the wedding is her way of asking our forgiveness? After all, we don’t know who she is marrying.” Jack’s voice of reason shut everyone up. 

“Actually, I do. It’s a Mr Blakeney. He’s a stockbroker and third son of the Earl of Gattingly.” 

Reiko didn’t want to hear anymore; Helen had obviously given up her burlesque family for a much grander one and at what cost to those left behind? Let alone the consideration of what cost Helen might face too. Life with money wasn’t always happy, not that anyone would believe Reiko if she said that. She’d heard all the jokes about how it was better to be miserable in a Porsche than unhappy on the streets and she was used to getting zero sympathy from the few people that she’d talked to about her biological family. It’d quickly taught her to keep quiet. Inoue was a common surname in Japan, so people didn’t always connect her to the powerful media tycoon that was her father. She’d worked here at Seraph’s for years without anyone knowing and she hoped to keep it that way. She ignored her friends and raced down the hallway to Yolande’s dressing room, then tapped on the door.

“Go away.” Yolande’s quiet sobs weren’t hidden by the door and Reiko ignored the request. 

“I’m so sorry.” 

Yolande glared at her. “Why are you sorry? You didn’t break my heart. You didn’t sleep in my bed for two years, and dance with me in the most intimate ways, and then suddenly one day just walk away and get fucking married. Was she with the other person the whole time? Why didn’t I know?” 

“Helen is apparently getting married to Mr Blakeney. He’s the son of an Earl.” 

“Of course he is. I could never compete with that.” 

Reiko nearly choked on her tongue. “You shouldn’t have to compete for love. Yolande, we’ll all support you whatever you decide.” If only she believed her therapist’s words when she parroted them for Yolande; even after all these years, she still tried to earn people’s love by being what she thought they wanted her to be. 

“Thanks. I think I just need some time to myself.” 

“Okay. Let me get you a rideshare home and I’ll tell the others.” Reiko might not ever tell anyone about her trust fund, but there was one benefit to having it. She could help a friend in need. She pulled out her phone and booked the ride, then followed Yolande outside and made sure she was safely in the car before heading back to the others. 
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Chapter 2
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Yolande’s hand shook as she tried to slide her key into the front door of her flat. What a disaster of a night. From the moment she’d unpacked her bag and realised her blue lace agate crystal was missing, she’d had an ugly premonition that everything was about to go wrong. Her lucky crystal represented wisdom, kindness, and honesty. Helen had purchased it for her. Yolande dropped her key; Helen had told her the crystal would soothe her emotions, reduce stress, and aid communication. She’d believed her and every performance they’d done since she’d bought the crystal had been perfect until she believed she couldn’t get on stage without rubbing the crystal first. Their whole show had been choreographed for two people, and it had been wrong and impossible to dance her part of their show using an empty chair where Helen used to sit in her top hat and tails. 

Worst of all, now she had to step inside the flat she shared with Helen and confront her over this whole mess. With a deep breath, she managed to stop her hands shaking for long enough to pick up the key, get it into the lock, and twist it. Part of her hoped that she’d open the door and Helen would be lying on the couch with a proper excuse; perhaps she was ill and couldn’t dance tonight. Anything that would make tonight seem more like a misplaced joke, and less like her life was falling apart. 

As she stepped into the hallway, a weird prickle started to crawl down her spine. She flicked on the light and gasped. Someone had taken all their things from her lounge; the telly, the couch, the ugly painting on the wall that Helen’s brother had created... Fucking hell. This nightmare was never going to end. Yolande managed to stagger towards the kitchen table and grab the piece of paper sitting in the middle of the table. 

Yolande,

I can’t fight with you anymore. Brian has offered me a future. Please come to the wedding and let’s say goodbye as friends. 

Helen. 

Yolande collapsed on the floor. It wasn’t enough for Helen to quit their dance, she also had to move out without notice at the exact same time Yolande was dancing, literally trying to keep their sought-after place on the programme at Seraph’s Burlesque Club. Helen had gone out of her way to avoid a confrontation with Yolande, which hurt like the blazers, but the real kick in the teeth was the note. The note that blamed Yolande for this mess. No. It took two people to fight. For a second, Yolande almost held her head high, but it didn’t last and the overwhelming grief and hurt surrounded her. Slowly she sank down until she sat on the floor with her head in her hands, the note crumpled up in her fist, sobbing, until her legs went numb and she forced herself to stretch out flat. Yolande had assumed their love was for forever. She never expected to be cast aside for a Brian Blakeney, son of a bloody Earl. 

***
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The numbness lasted for a fortnight. Yolande buried herself in extra shifts at the hospital, exhausting herself at work. But tonight she was due back at Seraph’s with a new routine and costume. She sent a thoughtful quick thanks to Ace, aka the Costume God, and Jack who had helped remind her that she loved the classic styles of burlesque more than Helen’s preferred neo styles. As much as it hurt to contemplate walking out on that stage alone, she wasn’t going to let Helen’s terrible decision destroy her joy of dancing. She loved the release of endorphins that came from performing and the comradery of her fellow dancers. The playfulness of burlesque contrasted with the often difficult emotions of her job as a surgical nurse, and every week she found herself anticipating the moment when she was about to walk onto stage to the applause of an audience that she could tease. Yes, she understood the psychology of it. The continual search for approval and acceptance were all satisfied when she danced, when she bared her body for random strangers. It was amazing how shaking her arse in front of a crowd made her feel so strong and loved and powerful. 

For now, that would have to be enough for her. She could step onto that stage alone, without Helen dressed in her dapper suit; so hot with her huge tits outlined by the custom-made tuxedo. Instead she would perform alone. Tonight, she would be a 1950s show girl with ridiculously long lashes and a full skirt that would billow out and show off her arse cheeks when she spun around. Ace was going to bring her a bright red wig to complete the outfit, and she’d had her brunette locks cut into a 1920s bob which would make it easier to tuck her hair under the wig. 

She nodded to Seraph’s security guard, Walter, as she walked up to the main door of the club and the Pacific Islander opened the door for her. 

“Everything alright, Yolande?” 

“Yes, thanks.” By now, everyone would have heard the sorry tale about how she’d been dumped for the son of a bloody Earl. 

“We’re here for you.” Walter was married to their bar manager, Steph. Yolande used to be one of the couples working here; her and Helen, Ace and Jack, and Walter and Steph. Now she was back in the singles crew with Charlie and Reiko. Reiko, whose gentle care had been the sole shining light in the last two weeks. She’d texted every day to make sure Yolande was okay until she’d started to anticipate it. Yes, the whole crew chatted in their group chat, but the messages from Reiko were so personal, like she truly cared for Yolande’s wellbeing. 

“Thanks, Walter.” Everyone at Seraph’s cared for her and her chest tightened. She couldn’t stop dancing just because her partner—ex-partner—had stomped all over her heart as she’d abandoned her.

“Hey, Yolande. I’m so glad you could make it.” Steph called out as soon as she walked into the bar. Yolande glanced around the room for Reiko, who was busily wiping down a table. 

“Hi Steph. Reiko.” She waved in Reiko’s direction and was rewarded with a little wave in return. Why did that make her feel warmer? 

“Can I ask you a question?” Steph came around the bar and walked towards Yolande. 

“Sure.” 

“Beth and I were thinking you should change your stage name. Pinky Boom Boom has negative associations now and a fresh start might be really good for you.” 

Yolande held back a snarl at the idea that everyone was in her business deciding what was good for her. 

“Never mind. It was just an idea.” Steph backpedalled so quickly that Yolande realised her snarl must be written on her face and she blew out a long breath to try and be less rude. 

“It’s not the worst idea.” She swallowed. Helen had picked the name for her, and she’d never really liked it. “Don’t mind me. It’s been a long couple of weeks.” She waved her hand and Steph nodded. The relief that she didn’t have to explain was palpable.  

“No problems. Doors don’t open for an hour, so take your time. Ace is due soon with your new costume.” 

Yolande almost chuckled; both at Steph and her own reaction. Everyone here was always in each other’s business, and that’s what made it family. “How about we wait till he gets here, and then we figure out a new name. You’re right. Pinky Boom Boom never quite sat right with me.” 

Steph’s grin warmed the whole room. “Cool. I’ll let everyone know.” Steph picked up her phone and sure enough Yolande’s phone dinged with a notification from the group chat. All week, everyone had sent her cute animal photos and silly gifs. 

“Hey and thanks for trying to cheer me up. I really appreciate it.” She hadn’t been able to answer them all, but just knowing everyone here cared had been enough; especially in the empty moments when she stood in her flat without Helen and without Helen’s stuff. Soon she’d need a new flatmate to help with the rent, those extra shifts would only go so far to cover the difference that Helen used to pay. She almost snorted; Helen paid no rent, only helped out with groceries and the other expenses when she could. She’d been out of work for most of the pandemic, and Yolande had fallen into the routine of paying for everything until it was a habit that she hadn’t noticed. Wow, when had Helen just stopped contributing? She swallowed, knowing that she’d never admit as much to her friends because she didn’t need to hear anyone berate Helen. They didn’t understand her background, and it would be unfair to Helen to mention it. 

“That’s what friends are for.” Steph’s easy smile helped. For the first time since the Helen disaster had struck, Yolande began to relax. She leaned against the bar with her purse dangling from her wrist. 

“How are you holding up?” Steph leaned closer and whispered. 

“Not that great, to be honest.” Yolande’s life had been ripped apart, like a giant plaster pulled from a cut and the ugly wounds underneath had been exposed. “I guess I always thought Helen and I agreed on our future. We were going to adopt a puppy together.” Heat prickled behind her eyes. Another promise gone. Helen had been so excited about getting a puppy; a creature who could unconditionally love her. The chill on the back of her neck wouldn’t go away. How hadn’t she seen the subtle digs from Helen? She’d excused and ignored so much. 

“You still could.” 

“It wouldn’t be fair on the puppy. I work shifts, so the puppy would be home alone a lot of the time.” 

“Get two.” 

“Steph. I’d rather get a kitten. I’m more of a cat person anyway. Helen was the dog person.” And now Helen would get a dog with Brian and be happy. Bitterness coated Yolande’s tongue but it disappeared quickly as she realised she didn’t actually want a puppy and she had just let Helen talk her into it. Thank fuck they hadn’t actually bought the dog yet and she wasn’t left with a dog to care for, because she would care for it for the rest of her life. An animal didn’t deserve to be cast aside just because their relationship had been. Oh dear. A complex knot tightened in her chest; hurt at Helen’s choice to leave, and a tiny whisper of relief that she could stop giving herself up to go along with Helen’s needs. 

“So get a couple of kittens. They’ll keep each other entertained when you are at work, and it’s better to keep cats indoors anyway.” 

“Are you getting a cat? I adore cats.” Reiko pulled herself up onto the bar stool beside her. 

“Do you have cats?” 

“I wish. No pets are allowed in my building.” 

Yolande sighed. “One of the reasons we got our place was that the landlord was okay with us getting a dog one day.” It was a ground floor apartment with a small dog-friendly park across the road. 

“You are so lucky to have a pet-friendly landlord.” Reiko’s soft exhalation left a faint warmth on Yolande’s arm. 

“I am.” Yolande was going to start doing things for herself from now on. No more agreeing with Helen and doing what Helen wanted to help keep the peace. “Guess what. I’m going to get myself two cats; one older rescue one and a kitten. First thing tomorrow morning.” She could be selfish for a change and put her own wishes first. Chills ran down her spine; how long had she sacrificed her own opinions and choices to keep Helen happy? If Helen had stayed, would she eventually have become someone else? No. Yolande was a carer; she would always put the other person in a relationship first, but she hadn’t realised how one-sided it had become. It didn’t matter though. She’d do it all again because she loved Helen, deeply. Helen was a flawed person but so was everyone. 
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