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Show Queen

Renée Dahlia

They’re real life enemies, but online they’re besties. . . 

Stubborn disabled dance club owner meets demisexual property tycoon in this ff enemies to lovers romance.

Seraph's Burlesque Club owner Beth Zendeli takes no nonsense. She hustled to keep her club afloat through lean years and a pandemic, and she doesn’t let her disability define her. But her perfect location has been sold, and the club is being evicted. The new owner is unreasonable, immovable, and irritating. In desperation, she turns to the online friends she talks about plants with. . . 

Property investor Liz Whitten has plans for the old building she's just purchased, and she's used to getting her way. But when she meets the leaseholder in real life, a chance statement reveals Beth to be Liz's online friend QueenB. Can she really evict a friend? Especially a friend who is so unexpected and fascinating in real life. 

Liz must decide if profits and ideals matter more than friendship, or if it’s worth taking a risk on love.

Tropes:

Enemies to lovers

Seasoned romance (older main characters)

Online friends to IRL lovers

Friends online and enemies IRL
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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 all my online friends who made the pandemic bearable. You are all wonderful.
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Welcome to SHOW QUEEN, the final 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. 

If you love online friends but enemies in real life, and older main characters who think they already know what they want in life, then you’ll enjoy this one. 

Please note this series is set after the COVID pandemic and assumes everyone is vaccinated. It’s a bit of a post-pandemic fantasy that doesn’t really reflect reality, unfortunately. There is also a car crash death (not on page) and one character who became an amputee in the same crash. There is discussion around the death of a parent. 

This book is written in Australian English and some of the spelling and phrases may 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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Autumn

“Turn, extend your right leg to the front, bend, slide your hands up your leg as you stand again, then flick your hair.” Beth ran through the dance step in slow motion as she talked, then watched everyone in her beginner’s class copy her. Most people who attended dancing lessons at Seraph’s Burlesque Club in London came for fitness and to gain some body confidence. Only a few ended up dancing on the stage here in the evenings. Beth adored all her dancers, and she loved teaching the art of burlesque. It was so good to be back to in-person classes. 

“Yes, that’s it. Amy, a little straighter with your leg. Sneha, great balance, and Kate, lovely big stride there. It really emphasises your leg length. Shall we do it again?” 

Everyone looked great. “Excellent work. Now we are going to add an arch and twirl. Like this.” Beth talked it through as she demonstrated. “First, step forward with your left leg so both feet are aligned and hold the stance with your legs a little wider than your shoulders, then bend over. Make it hot! Keep your arse sticking out and your spine with a slight arch in it. That’s why we call it an arch! A little tip is to keep your head level with your hips, then rise up slowly back to a stance. Remember burlesque is all about the tease, so don’t be subtle. Be seductive. Once you are upright again, twirl those hips. Understood?” 

The class of beginners nodded. “Okay, let’s go.” She smiled as she repeated the movement for everyone. The energy in this room as they all copied her was her favourite part of this job. “That’s a great start. Everyone practise a few more times and I’ll come around the room and help each of you.” She walked around, correcting the dancers’ positions, as everyone tried the move. 

“That’s great, everyone. Let’s put it all together, and that’ll do for today. Ready?” 

“Yes.” The enthusiastic response made her grin. Running her own burlesque club was her life’s passion, and finally being able to open up and hold dance classes again was such a thrill. Everyone who attended a class at Seraph’s Burlesque Club had to be fully vaccinated against the cursed COVID that’d nearly destroyed her business and killed far too many people. 

She walked back to the front of the class. “Okay. Let’s put it together with the music.” She flicked the remote that she had tucked in her pocket and music filled the studio. Dance classes, and the energy of the people who attended, made up for the ongoing worry about the future of the club. Almost. Several weeks ago, she’d learned that the building rented by Seraph’s had been sold to fuck knows who and since then, she’d spent too many nights awake stressing about what might happen now. Likely nothing would change since she hadn’t heard from the real estate company who managed the property. Back when her building had first been listed for sale, she’d done the sums and confirmed her suspicions. She definitely couldn’t afford to buy it. Commercial real estate in London was so far out of her range that it wasn’t even worth attempting to dream about buying it. It hadn’t stopped her staring at the numbers and laughing with despair. 

“Excellent work everyone.” She turned off the music again. “If you feel ready, add your hands to the arch movement by stroking them down your thighs as you bend down and up as you rise.” She showed them what she meant and a few people in the class made an oh sound as they understood how it all worked together. She loved it when a dance just clicked for someone. “Okay, let’s go. From the top.” 

After the dance class, she had an hour to head upstairs to her flat and eat a very late lunch before she needed to prepare the club for tonight. Her stump ached as she climbed the stairs; it always did after a dance class, but she wasn’t going to give up teaching anytime soon. After she’d lost her leg just below her knee in a car accident, she’d given up performing as a burlesque dancer. She’d invested the insurance payout in her own club and now she watched other dancers perform on her stage. The classes were hell on her stump, but she managed with a decent prosthetic and besides, demonstrating for her students helped keep her fit and connected to dancing. These stairs were the only shitty thing about Seraph’s. There were many things she loved about this old building; the location and being able to live at her place of business were her favourites. The lack of a lift was not one of them. 

By the time she’d come inside her flat and made a coffee, she was happy to collapse in front of her computer. Before she opened her email, she logged into the Plant Parent group. It was her guilty pleasure. The group had grown exponentially during the lockdowns as people brought the outdoors inside, and as a long term member she’d signed up to be one of the admins. Maybe someone in the group would decide today was a good day to start a feisty argument over the best way to grow succulents in dim light, or something. Anything to distract her from her problems. The heady days of the ‘most diva plant’ were a distant memory. Obviously it was a maiden hair fern; she’d never been able to keep those alive. Perhaps she could start a new thread to keep everyone occupied and entertained. It’d certainly be more fun than worrying. It wasn’t like she had any control over what happened with the building now anyway. Life had taught her to try not to worry about the future. Bad things happened and she could deal with them when they did; or at least, that was the theory. Her brain didn’t always cooperate. Beth gulped down the rest of her coffee and checked her DMs.

NotTheQueen: Can you believe how much everyone is losing their minds over Monty Don’s planned visit? 

Fucking hell, she’d forgotten about that. She chuckled at her friend’s comment, then read through some of the group. It’d been a coup to get the famous gardener to join the group for an online chat and many people were really excited. Whoa, a bit too excited in one case. She shared the comment to NotTheQueen.

QueenB: Who knew his hands would cause such a flutter? :D

She didn’t expect an answer right away. NotTheQueen wasn’t often online at the same time as her anymore. She reached up to stretch her shoulders before she cooled down too much after the class. 

NotTheQueen had been a much needed social contact during the long lockdowns. It’d never mattered that they didn’t know each other’s real names, they were too busy talking about other stuff. They used to chat in the evenings when Beth couldn’t open Seraph’s and she had nothing better to do, but now everyone was vaccinated and life had returned to, well, it wasn’t normal or the same as before... There wasn’t really a word for how life was now compared to before the pandemic. Occasionally, Beth wondered if they should meet up in real life, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to change their friendship like that. 

NotTheQueen: Yeah. I don’t get it. They look like normal man hands to me.

QueenB: Ha! Must be a straight thing? 

NotTheQueen: Maybe it’s about competence. He gardens with his hands, and he’s good at it, so...

QueenB: Must be. 

NotTheQueen: Admin during the session is going to be a pain. Will you be around for it?

Beth opened her email to check her calendar, even though she knew she’d be downstairs working at Seraph’s given that the online chat with Monty Don was scheduled for 8pm on a Friday night. She could probably log in from the back room to avoid an extra trip up the stairs. If she missed an hour or two, her bar manager Steph would easily be able to cope. Beth employed a great collection of people and they’d easily be able to run Seraph’s without her involvement if needed. The issue was that Beth didn’t like to be away from her club, her baby, for too long. It probably made her a pain in the arse of a boss, always hovering around everyone, but too bad. The club was hers. It was her financial wellbeing on the line every night, and more than that, she just bloody loved it there.  

QueenB: Yeah, I’ll be there.

NotTheQueen: Awesome. Let’s have a drink and watch the shenanigans.

There was a new email in her inbox from an address she didn’t know. She read it quickly. No. Fucking no. An eviction notice. The new owner hadn’t wasted any time in throwing her out. Fucking hell. So much for trying not to stress about worst case scenarios. They’d just become incredibly real. 

Beth ignored NotTheQueen’s message and leaned back in her chair with her eyes shut. What now? She needed a plan. She really didn’t need the added stress of an eviction notice... Right after they’d spent all that lovely COVID grant money on a renovation. There had to be something she could do... She drummed her fingers on the desk for a while, staring past her computer screen at the miniature weeping fig that sat on the far corner of the desk. What to do? She picked up her coffee for another sip only to discover she’d already drunk it all. Eventually, inspiration filtered through the panic, and she picked up her phone and called her IT specialist.

“Ben. How good are you at cyber stalking?” 

“Good afternoon Beth.” 

“Answer the question.” Beth heard her tone and breathed in and out a few times. There was no need to take out her stress on her highly competent employee. “I’m sorry. Good afternoon.”

“Tell me the problem.” To his credit, he ignored her nonsense. 

“Right. You know how the building was sold recently?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Um, I want to talk to the new owner without lawyers. Is it possible to find out who bought the building?” 

“What’s going on?” 

Each of her team at Seraph’s were her family, and family stuck by each other. She whispered the truth. “They want to end our lease.” 

“And you want to talk to the new owner without lawyers getting in the way, and convince them otherwise?” 

“Yes.” 

“It’s a good plan. Seraph’s is a booming business. I’ll see what I can find out.” 

Beth’s hands trembled a little. “Thanks. I just hope the new owner isn’t some bigot, because—”

“—then we are all screwed.” Ben understood. Seraph’s wasn’t just a club, it was a safe space for everyone who worked there. “It’ll be okay. We’ll find a new place.” 

Beth wished she had the same optimism. Space in London was always at a premium, even after so many businesses had gone under during the lockdowns. She’d been so lucky to find this building. It was close to a tube station and on a busy road with lots of foot traffic and had zoning to allow her to stay open until after midnight most nights of the week. 

“Thanks Ben. I appreciate it.” She ended the call and deliberately clicked away from her emails.

NotTheQueen: For Monty Don, we’ll have to drink Full Monty’s – vodka and Galliano over ice with grated ginger. You keen?

QueenB: That does sound good. How long until Friday? 

NotTheQueen: Why? You want to start now? :D

QueenB: It’s been a shit day

NotTheQueen: Oh no. What happened?

QueenB: Landlady issued an eviction notice

NotTheQueen: Crap. Do you need some financial help? I can send you some names of people to talk to.

QueenB: Thanks. No, it’s not about money. Building has a new owner, so it’s out of my hands

NotTheQueen: Blast. It happens though.

QueenB: Yeah. Still sucks.

NotTheQueen: It does. 

QueenB: Yeah

If Beth had anything to do with it, she wouldn’t be moving. Perhaps it was a little wild, but she wanted to hunt down the new owner and convince them to let her stay. She was a good tenant. 

Beth logged out before she was tempted to re-read that damned email again. Nothing good would come from stressing about it, and she needed to get downstairs and set up the kitchen for tonight. 
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Chapter 2
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Liz didn’t appreciate the little twinge of guilt at her friend’s comment about her landlady. It meant nothing that she’d used landlady not landlord; Beth often switched out gendered words away from the masculine, using either feminine or neutral terms instead, just to make the point to people. It was just timing; plenty of buildings were bought and sold every day and owners often requested their tenants move after a sale had gone through. She ought to know, she’d just had her lawyers send out a similar request to the business occupying her latest purchase. Her fiftieth property, a number which shouldn’t matter in a nearly thirty-year career investing in property, but in a couple of months, she’d be fifty and the coincidence seemed designed to remind her of her age. 

She was proud of herself, proud that she’d made it this far through life on her own skills. There’d been a few setbacks along the way, and yet, here she was. Successful and thriving.

Most likely QueenB referred to her residential place of rent, and besides, they were online friends, QueenB could be anywhere in the world. With that justification, Liz pushed away the niggling coincidence. 

NotTheQueen: If you need any help, just reach out

She didn’t expect to get an answer. It was just one of those things that people said to send comfort to friends, and QueenB was her friend. Not one of her closest friends—like Gita or Sreesha—just someone she could happily spend an hour or two with sharing memes and gifs as they both volunteered as admins on the Plant Parent group. When she’d first agreed to help out, she’d had no clue that people could get so uptight and argumentative over their opinions on indoor plants. 

She really ought to visit her new building and start thinking about talking to an architect about the planning process. During the pandemic, she’d become accustomed to working remotely and didn’t need to visit a site to do her due diligence. She had all the resources of the internet and several trusted advisors, who’d proved their worth a long time ago. But she missed doing that part of the process. She should check out the pub that was in her building. Maybe they would have a lunch service. She opened up the file from her lawyer, and then googled the business. Seraph’s Burlesque Club. Huh. Not what she was expecting; she’d figured it was some chain owned pub leased to a franchise holder that had managed to stay open thanks only to the franchisee’s backing. She really ought to have known this before she bought the building, but then, buildings like this hardly ever came up for sale and she’d jumped in quickly to beat the competition for the outstanding location. Only the size of the land and the street mattered, the rest were pesky details that would be dealt with after she owned it. 

The website mentioned they were holding a Drag Trivia event tomorrow night. It sounded fun and gave her time to plan the outing. She could invite some friends along. Sreesha was a gun at trivia, and he’d coax several other ramblers along too. Liz bought a free ticket using their online store and was pleased when it arrived in her inbox immediately. 

***
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Liz stepped out of her ride share car and stood across the street from her latest purchase. It was exactly as her advisors had said; a solid boring brick building, quite obviously a converted 1940s factory with no real redeeming features. It would be no loss to London’s architectural history to knock it down and replace it with a modern apartment building, something that had green credentials. Liz loved the trend for high rise living to include vertical gardens and she could imagine a new building bringing much needed greenery to this urban environment. If she could buy the rundown shops next door too, she’d be able to create something quite special. The real estate agent hadn’t mentioned them. She really ought to get back into the habit of visiting all her potential investment sites before making a final decision. 

Liz: I’m here. How far away are you guys?

Gita: Traffic sucks. Still about 20. Grab a table and a drink

Liz: Ok

Gita: Are Matias and Sreesha coming? We haven’t done trivia in ages.

Liz: Yeah, they are. It should be fun. 

It’d been forever since she’d caught up with her hiking group. Matias and Sreesha had been the ones to introduce her to rambling; a very British term for hiking over farmlands and tramping through woods on long walks. She’d met them over twenty years ago—had it really been that long?—when she bought the property that housed Sreesha’s family restaurant, and during their first hike together, she’d met her best friend Gita. Gita had met her partner Harlan a few years later. Twenty-three years; holy hell. What was with the constant reminders that her fiftieth was around the corner? If she told her friends, they’d definitely want to throw her a party. Maybe she should mention it. With a smile on her face, she crossed the road and walked up the steps to the front door. She pulled out her free online ticket to show the huge security guy.

“You don’t really need those tonight. Trivia is usually our quietest night.” 

“But your website said they were compulsory.” 

He nodded. “Yes, it’s from when we first opened after the lockdowns and we needed to have a cap on numbers as well as ensure only vaccinated people booked.”

“Oh. You should keep that. It made me feel safe in coming here.” Liz never used to be anxious about going out in public. She’d always been sociable... before. 

“Thank you. Creating a safe place is the focus of Seraph’s Burlesque Club.” The security guy grinned and waved her through the door. “Please come in.” 

Liz was struck with an unusual emotion, almost as if it would be a shame to knock down such an inviting, safe, place. Since when did she ever blend emotions with her property work? Some properties were worthy of renovation and restoration. Others were like this one: bland, boring, and the whole neighbourhood would be improved by having a vibrant new building there. Stepping inside was like walking into a 1920s speakeasy, except a modern version of the same. The lighting drew her eye to the bar and the stunning red haired woman working behind it. Her smile welcomed Liz into the space. 

“Hello. What can I get you?” 

At the end of the bar was a display of indoor plants, a sago palm in an old oak barrel surrounded by several smaller pots filled with spider plants that spilled nicely, and a heart philodendron in a striking black pot. They reminded her of this morning’s conversation with QueenB about the Monty Don event at the end of the week and she couldn’t help herself. 

“I’ll have a Full Monty, thanks.” The joke was lost on the bartender. Would it be weird to take a selfie with the drink once it was made and upload it to the Plant Parent group? Probably. Like most people in the group, she used a photo of her own garden as an avatar. 

“Coming right up. Are you here for the trivia?” 

“Yes.” 

“Brilliant. Our Reiko always has the best questions. You’ll love it.” The bartender was very enthusiastic. Her hands flashed as she grated ginger into the cocktail shaker, then poured in Galliano and Vodka. The whole thing was a masterclass in competence and that pesky guilt nudged her again. She probably shouldn’t have come here because she was starting to doubt her plans. That never happened. 

“Here you go.” The bartender slid her glass over the shiny wooden bar and placed the EFTPOS machine beside it. Liz tapped to pay.

“Thanks.” 

“Anytime. Just grab any table you want. Helen Back will be here soon to get things started.” 

“Hell and Back?” 

“Helen, last name Back, she’s the queen who runs trivia. And definitely not to be confused with one of our former dancers of the same name.”

“It’s a clever name.” Liz wondered at the story behind the bartender’s vehement words, but not enough to ask her about it. 

The bartender grinned. “Tell her that and she’ll give you extra points. And hey, you didn’t hear that from me.” She winked and Liz smiled back at her. In the time she’d ordered her drink, several of the tables had started to fill up and now a collection of people lined up along the bar. Another woman, older with short black hair, clipped on one side close to her skull, joined the bartender and started taking orders. Liz walked towards an empty table and put her drink down. She checked her phone. No updates from her friends yet, so she scanned her emails and then flicked through her social media. She laid her phone on the table and sipped her drink, slowly taking in the room, unable to stop thinking about it from an investment point of view. The room had a simplicity, as if designed for people to enjoy themselves without the distraction of their surroundings. All the little details were carefully thought out, even down to the tables themselves. Hers had an incredible painting of a landscape; quintessentially English with the Cerne Abbas Giant chalk figure and his huge penis drawn against the hillside. Was she really thinking about knocking this place down? The people at the table next to her laughed loudly. Could she really destroy happiness?  It wasn’t like her to feel this... What was it? Sentimentality? She downed her drink and went back to the bar to grab another one. 
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Chapter 3
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Beth cast her gaze across the room. She had the latest menus in her fist, and really should distribute them to all the tables of people sitting there for trivia. It was one part of Seraph’s that she couldn’t seem to get consistency with; and tonight she was going to babysit another new kitchen hand. The club had a basic commercial kitchen and didn’t do much more than bar nibbles because their clientele didn’t come here to eat. If it wasn’t for the threat of eviction hanging over her, she’d think—again—about hiring a decent chef and adding a dinner service to Seraph’s. 

“Beth. How’s the new cook?” Reiko approached her.

“Hasn’t arrived yet. Hopefully he’s better than the last one. He was spectacularly useless.” Beth didn’t think it should be that hard to find someone to deep fry snacks. Finding reliable workers was a problem that plagued the hospitality industry. She was grateful for the staff she did have; Steph, Walter, Reiko, and Charlie. Especially Charlie, who ran all the shows and found new talent for the burlesque stage. Beth used to love doing that, but running the business took too much of her time and she’d needed to hand over that task to someone else. She’d been at risk of burnout when she’d employed Charlie, and Charlie had the added advantage of being able to dance and MC the show too. Beth’s time on stage had been over many years ago. This was her joy now, creating the atmosphere where other dancers could thrive and where customers would be comfortable returning over and over to enjoy the show. 

“I’ll take those and hand them out if you want.” 

“Thanks. It looks like a few new people tonight.” 

Reiko scanned the room. “Yeah. That group over by the left are new. Most of the others have been here a few times before.” 

“It’s good to see the crew together too.” One table was surrounded by several of their regular dancers; Yolande, Jack, Dan, Charlie, and their costume designer, Ace. 

Reiko smiled. “You’ve got a great business model here. All your dancers come back on other days to spend the money they’ve earned.” 

Beth knew that Reiko was joking, but it just didn’t satisfy her the same way it would have. “I’d join them, but I have to coach the new cook in the kitchen tonight.” 

“It’ll be fine. Or at least, I’d be willing to bet it won’t be as bad as that bloke who lasted less than an hour before he cut his thumb and needed stitches.”

“Oh God. Don’t remind me. Seth? Was that his name? Why is it so hard to get kitchen staff?” Beth knew why and the solution was one she needed to put a lot more thought into. It was hard to get a kitchen hand who could cook a few bar snacks. No real chef wanted the gig because it was a waste of their talents, and the people who did apply were those with little ambition who just needed steady income. As soon as they got a better offer, they left. Tonight’s menu was simple; cheese and crackers on platters for each table, or a dessert version with fruit and nicely arranged brandy snaps from a packet. Steph and Reiko had the bar sorted, so she went back into the kitchen to prepare. Jonti should be here in a few minutes, otherwise she’d be running the kitchen herself. Again. If there was any reason to get rid of the threat of eviction, it was this. She needed to employ a proper chef and get a decent dinner service happening. Even if the food only broke even, it didn’t matter, it would attract more customers and give an improved service. She sighed; all her plans were in jeopardy now. She had much bigger problems—like finding a new place to lease—than solving the kitchen hand issue. She probably shouldn’t even bother to dream or make plans until she knew what was happening. 
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