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Prologue
Ema threw herself back onto the bed so that her long, blonde hair splayed in a halo around her head. She closed her eyes and sighed, but Ella knew it was a sigh of contentment rather than worry. The mattress bounced a little as Ella turned over and propped her head up on her hand, watching her best friend. Ema’s dark eyelashes gently brushed her cheeks and she sighed again, for effect this time.
“So?” asked Ella.
“So? Twelve years. Well, eleven and then some, I guess. And we’re finally almost done. There’s only prom left, then senior week, then we’re out of this hell hole forever.”
“That’s only if you passed your calc final,” Ella said, digging a finger into Ema’s ribs and wiggling it to tickle her.
“Ugh, don’t remind me,” said Ema, shuffling away from the merciless finger.
Personally, Ella had never thought of Oakview as a hell hole. Far from it. She loved the town, loved drinking coffee in the coffee shops on campus and pretending she was an undergrad. Loved that she knew every street, every store, every short cut. But then Ema had always been different. More independent, more rebellious maybe. Like when she dyed her hair pink and got suspended for three days only to come back with it dyed green instead.
“No, there are big things coming,” Ema said now. “Big things for us. I can feel it. Here.”
She took Ella’s hand and laid it on the smooth skin of her stomach where her t-shirt had ridden up. Ella fought not to snatch her hand back again. It was complicated. She was rapidly coming to the conclusion that everything was complicated when you were eighteen and it didn’t look like anything was going to get easier.
“Do you think we’ll make it?” asked Ella. “I mean, being so far away from each other.”
Ema propped her head up now, frowning and rolling her eyes at the same time.
“As if anything could come between the two E’s.”
The two E’s. Since fifth grade they’d been the two E’s. Inseparable. Doing everything together from joint birthday parties to sleep overs, to drinking their first illegal beer. It was only recently that things had changed.
“I know we’ll still be friends,” said Ella. “That’s not what I meant. I meant the other stuff, you know...”
Ema grinned and put a fingertip under Ella’s chin, pulling her lips just a little closer so that she could brush them with her own.
“This stuff?” she teased.
And Ella’s heart was beating so fast, her breathing was so ragged just from one fleeting kiss, that all she could do was nod.
“I’ve been thinking about that too,” said Ema, laying herself back down.
Relief flooded through Ella. She was glad that she wasn’t the only one. This had all been weighing on her mind for too long. She’d put off the discussion as long as she could, but there was no more time now. It had to happen. She half closed her eyes and could just see the black bag of her prom dress hanging on the back of her bedroom door.
“Do you ever wonder if we’re doing this, um, other stuff, because we’re the only gay girls we know?” asked Ema.
Ella groaned and lay down, close enough that she could feel the warmth of Ema though they weren’t touching.
“No, I’m serious. I mean, I love you El, I truly do. And I know you love me. And this is a whole lot of fun. But you know what I mean.”
Ella did. She had known for what felt like her whole life that she was different. She’d heard the other girls talk, and recognized the squirmy feelings they described when they thought about the quarterback or the latest boy band. The only problem was that she felt those same feelings for the cheerleaders, or the pictures in the Victoria’s Secret catalogue.
Telling her parents had been the least of her worries. They were supportive of all her choices, everything she did. And as her mother put it, as long as Ella was happy, they’d done their jobs well. Telling Ema had been a different story. She’d been so afraid of losing her, terrified that this one simple thing, something she couldn’t change or help, would be enough to drive her other half, her partner in crime, away. Whispering ‘I like girls’ into the darkness long after midnight during their regular Saturday sleepover was the hardest thing she had ever had to do. She could still remember the sound of her heart thudding, the dry, metallic taste of fear in her mouth, the wrenching of terror in her gut.
What she hadn’t expected was for Ema to whisper back ‘me too.’ Not Ema, with her bedroom walls plastered with posters of boy bands and shirtless actors. Not Ema who with a flash of her long eyelashes could make any boy in their class carry her book bag.
“But– but what about boys?” she’d asked.
“Oh, I like them too,” Ema had said. “But girls are so pretty.”
And she’d realized that scattered among the posters of boy bands and actors were pictures of actresses and female singers, that Ema watched the cheerleaders just as much as the football players during games, and she’d wondered how she’d never noticed. She’d been so wrapped up in her own problem, so sure that Ema was normal, could only like boys, that she’d never considered an alternative. And she’d started to think of herself as a little less abnormal. Normal, as Ema pointed out, could take on all kinds of different shapes and sizes, depending on who you asked.
“I know what you mean,” Ella said now.
What Ema said was true. They were the only gay girls that they knew. So when hormones came knocking maybe it was only natural that their first stolen kisses had come from each other. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Ema’s first kiss had been from Trent Cooper. But she said it didn’t count because it was a game of Spin the Bottle and therefore not voluntary.
“We’re only eighteen.”
“Agreed,” said Ella.
“So do we lock ourselves into something, or do we go out into the world with open minds and open hearts?”
Sadness was already welling up inside her chest, a heavy feeling that kept her pinned to the mattress. The thought of Ema kissing someone else, laughing with them, stroking their hair, was physically painful. It didn’t help that Ema was the one mature enough to be conducting this conversation. Ella was the mature one. Ella was the one that had never had pink hair. Or green for that matter.
“We have another two weeks of school and a whole summer to decide,” Ella said, thinking now what a long time that was. It seemed like an eternity. But just a minute ago she’d been the one to think time was running out, that the conversation needed to be had.
Ema sighed. “I guess.”
Ella wriggled her hand over until her fingers were laced with Ema’s.
“I hate the idea of being without you.”
Ema squeezed her hand. “Me too. But we’re not really without each other. We have phones, laptops, we can talk every night if you want. Besides, it was you that said we needed to, um, what was it?”
“Grow separately so we could grow together,” Ella said, deeply regretting the stupid article she’d read in her sister Taylor’s Cosmo that had provoked the idea.
“Yeah. And there aren’t exactly tons of colleges that are great for dancers and for photographers.”
“True.”
With yet another sigh and another hand squeeze, Ema said: “We’ll figure this out, El. Adults do it all the time. Couples live in different states, different countries even, and make it work. Or have open relationships. Those can work too. There are options.”
“Yes, but I hate all of them.”
Ema laughed. “Then stop thinking about six months from now, and start living for today instead,” she said.
As if she could. Ella had had her future planned for so long that now that it stretched ahead of her she saw it as a book she had read and memorized long ago. Art school followed by a year abroad in Europe studying the great masters, an internship at a gallery, preferably in New York, whilst she worked on her photography at night, which would eventually lead to her being discovered. Before the age of thirty, she thought, though she was willing to be a little flexible and say thirty five.
“I guess there’s still prom to look forward to,” she said.
“And that dress is stunning,” Ema agreed. “Plus, I was thinking about something else.”
“Uh-oh.”
Ema thinking generally ended up with a plan that entailed potential trouble. Like when she’d arranged a party whilst her parents were away and the garden toolshed had caught fire. The entire Oakview fire department had shown up.
“No, serious,” Ema said. And she was propped up again, looking into Ella’s eyes.
“What serious?”
“Well, it’s prom,” said Ema.
“I know that.”
“And we’re not exactly going together.”
“I know that too.”
The thought hadn’t really crossed their minds. It was nothing to do with the reactions of others, more that only the most serious of couples went together. Seventy five percent of their class were going stag.
“And I do have a hotel room for after.”
“And I know that as well.” There was a heart beat of a pause until Ella realized what exactly was being said. “Oh... Oh.”
Ema waggled her eyebrows but Ella was too shocked to laugh. A hotel room. They’d held hands. Kissed. Somehow things had proceeded naturally from a half-drunk kiss they’d shared after the back to school party. But they’d never gone further. Never really talked about it.
“We’ve slept in the same bed at least once a week since fifth grade,” said Ema. “This doesn’t need to be a big deal.”
“It is a big deal though, I mean, I think it is. It should be. No?”
Ema put her hand on Ella’s chest and Ella felt her heart beat rattling around like a racquet ball bouncing off her ribs.
“Whatever happens,” Ema said. “I want to know what this is. What we are. I don’t want to go away not knowing... everything, I guess. It’s hard to explain. I just... I want this, El. Unless you don’t, which is completely fine, I mean, I...”
She trailed off and moved her hand. Ella took it and moved it back again. She wanted this, of course she did. Looking up into Ema’s sparkling blue eyes, seeing the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, there was nothing she wanted more. But she hadn’t known until just this second that she was ready for it.
“I understand,” she said, quietly. “And I want this too. If you’re sure.”
“Absolutely sure,” said Ema.
✽✽✽
 
With slow care, Ella pulled the dress down over her styled hair.
“Watch the hair,” said her mother.
“What do you think I’m doing?” Ella said, her voice muffled by the fabric of the dress. “A little help wouldn’t go astray.”
Busy hands pulled at the material, the dress slid down her body, until finally her face came free and she could breath again. Her mother twirled her finger, indicating that Ella should turn around, and then zipped her up. Ella surveyed herself in the mirror.
Her dark hair was piled on top of her head, stray curls just brushing her collar bone. Her make up was soft and discrete, her skin more skin colored, her lips more pink, her blue eyes highlighted with just a hint of grey smokiness. And the dress was perfect. Cream and long, hugging each curve of her body, it was almost, but not quite, bridal. Innocent and yet tantalizing. A loud sniff sounded behind her, and Ella tore her eyes away from her reflection.
“Oh ma, don’t cry.”
“I’m not crying.”
But her voice was choked and she was wiping a hand across her eyes. Ella, tall in her new heels, wrapped her mother into a hug, kissing the top of her head.
“You’re just all grown up, that’s all,” her mother sniffed. “And you look fantastic.”
“Thanks. And you’ve still got Taylor to contend with, don’t forget. So it’s not like your mothering duties are over.”
Her mother snorted. “Thanks for that,” she said.
As though she’d heard her name, Taylor started hammering on the door.
“Are you done yet?” she shouted.
Ella took a deep breath then nodded to her mother who opened the door. Taylor almost fell inside. She recovered herself quickly and stepped towards Ella, looking her over with a critical eye. She adjusted a curl or two, wiped a smudge of powder from Ella’s cheek then stood back.
“You clean up very nicely,” she said.
Ella just shook her head. As always, Taylor was perfectly coiffed, her auburn hair styled and lacquered, her make up just so, her outfit co-ordinated down to the tiniest detail. Despite the fact that she had no plans to leave the house tonight. Ella knew she looked good, but also knew that she’d never look as good as her sister. And most of the time that was just fine by her. Taylor reached up to start adjusting curls again and Ella shook her off. She was rescued from the argument that she knew was about to happen by the voice of her father.
“The limo’s here!”
Taylor ran off, anxious to see if the car passed muster. Ella’s mother took her hand.
“You be careful tonight,” she said. “I know what these things are like. I know you’re staying out all night. Just make good decisions, okay? And have some fun.”
Ella grinned. She was trying not to think about staying out all night, trying not to think about the pale pink underwear she’d chosen so carefully. Trying not to think about Ema. She was scared, she could admit that, but excited too. And the mixture was a heady one.
“Limo’s here!” yelled her father again.
“We’d better go down, or he’s going to have some kind of fit,” said her mother.
Ella waited for just a moment, turning back to look at herself in the mirror. She wondered if she’d look different after. If something would change. A stupid thought, but she couldn’t help it.
“Limo’s here!” screeched her father for the third time.
Ella laughed. It was going to be a big night. But she was confident that she could handle this.
✽✽✽
 
Three days later, her head pressed against the plane window as Oakview faded away beneath her, she wondered just what would have happened if everything had gone right. She certainly wouldn’t be here, on a cheap, hastily arranged flight to Paris to stay with a cousin of her mother’s that she’d never even met. She wouldn’t have two hundred dollars in her pocket, the profit from selling a barely used cream prom dress. She wouldn’t be filled with an aching sadness so heavy that she didn’t know how she was going to stand up again when the plane landed. She wouldn’t feel so absolutely and completely alone.
“Drink, miss?” asked the flight attendant.
Ella shook her head. She closed her eyes and lay back in the uncomfortable seat. Heartbroken was the right word. It felt like tiny sharp pieces of her heart were stabbing her from the inside. And she knew that she’d never feel happy again. Just knew it.



Chapter One
Ella watched as her mother held up first one hand, then the other. Then she shrugged. She propped her feet up on the corner of the kitchen table, dislodging a pile of bridal magazines that slid to the floor with a slap.
“Come on, Ella. You’re the one with the artistic eye. Which one? Right or left?” asked her mother, holding up the sample invitations again.
“Right, I guess.”
“Could you show a little more enthusiasm?” asked her mother, placing the appropriate invitation on top of the pile selected for Taylor’s approval. “This is your sister’s wedding, you know. I know it’s not exactly your type of thing, but you could try to participate a little more.”
With a sigh, she removed her feet from the table, shuffled her chair in a little more and picked up the invitation she’d just chosen.
“Yes,” she said. “Definitely this one.”
They all look the same, she screamed inside her head. But her mother grinned.
“See, was that so hard?”
Ella leant back, half turning to grab the glass of juice she’d left on the counter.
“So why am I here exactly?” she asked.
“Because Taylor wants your help.”
Ella took a long drink before speaking. “No, Taylor wants the perfect wedding, and that means having a sister who goes through hell to help her because that’s what sisters are supposed to do.”
“Well, aren’t they?” asked her mother, pulling out a chair and sinking into it.
“In Taylor’s perfect little world, yes,” said Ella. “In mine, not so much. Besides, she’s known this guy all of what, six months? And suddenly we’re planning the wedding of the century. Doesn’t that strike you as... I don’t know, rushed?”
“Dane is a good man,” said her mother, unwilling to be provoked into a conversation about this.
“Doctor Dane is the perfect guy,” said Ella. “He’s a doctor, after all. They’ll buy a big house in the suburbs, have two perfect little children, and go to Aruba twice a year on vacation. Right up until Doctor Dane starts sleeping with his nurses, and Taylor can get a nice alimony settlement.”
“Daniella Langdon, you stop that right this minute.”
Ella recognized that tone. It was the same one her mother had used when she was small, trying to break her habit of biting her nails. She looked down at the ragged fingernails on her right hand. Not that being yelled at had done much good.
Her mother reached across the table and took her hand.
“Ella, I know this is tough on you. And believe me, if I could change the timing of everything, I would. I can’t imagine how hard it must be to sit and watch your sister be so happy, help plan her wedding, after everything that happened with Anna. But sometimes in life we have to do things that we don’t like doing, or that we don’t feel ready to do. And your sister deserves to be happy just as much as you do.”
Her stomach hurt a little at the thought of Anna. It had only been a month. Too soon for the wounds to start to heal, and the pain was still as fresh and bright as it had been the morning she woke up to find Anna gone and a note on the nightstand.
“It’s just... I, well...”
“It was supposed to be your wedding that you were planning,” said her mother. “I’m not as foolish as you think I am at times. I know that you and Anna had talked about it. And I know that you were getting close to asking her. And I know that that must make this doubly hard. But I need you to at least try and be happy for Taylor. Do it for me, if not for her. Please.”
Ella nodded slowly. “I’ll try.”
Her mother let go of her hand as Taylor flew into the room. Sunglasses were perched on top of her head, but her make up was flawless despite the fact that it was four in the afternoon and at least a hundred degrees outside. Not for the first time did Ella wonder just how her sister managed to do it.
“How did the cake tasting go?” Ella asked, trying just as she’d said she would.
Taylor made a face. “They were all terrible. I’ve lined up two other bakeries for tomorrow. I just hope that they can do better. I mean, it’s a simple chocolate cake, how hard can it really be?”
A simple chocolate cake made with the most expensive Swiss chocolate and baked in five separate layers, Ella thought. But she didn’t say anything.
“Are these the invitations?” Taylor said, picking up the pile that Ella and her mother had sorted out. She flicked through them briefly then shook her head. “No, none of those,” she said. “I’m going to change. We have a meeting with the caterers in an hour.”
And she flew back out again, a tiny whirlwind, leaving scattered invitations behind her. Ella raised an eyebrow at her mother.
“This is only going to get worse,” she said.
“Patience is a virtue, my dear, as I’ve had cause to remind you many times over the years. Mind you,” she said, patting her hair which was trying to escape from a bun at the back of her head. “It’s trying to be patient with you two girls that has given me all these grey hairs.”
Ella stretched, her Star Trek t-shirt rising up enough to show her stomach, and yawned. “I’d better be going,” she said. “I’ve got work to do.”
“Oh no you don’t, missy,” said her mother. “You’ve got work to do here first. Here.” She plopped a stack of brochures in front of her daughter. “Bridesmaid dresses. Lilac only, not a shade darker. Sleeveless, over the knee, nothing with frills or bows. Find at least three decent ones that we can show her majesty when she emerges from the palace of her closet. Go.”
She really did have work to do. Real work. Magazines tended not to sell well if someone hadn’t designed a few graphics and handled the lay-out. But she started flipping through the brochures anyway. Better to please her mother for a few minutes longer than deal with the guilt-trip of refusing to help.
“So,” said her mother, pulling her to-do list across the table so she could see it without her glasses. “The wine is ordered, the venue keys have gone to the wedding planner so she can check the dimensions for decorations, the cake is being tasted. You’re looking at bridesmaid’s dresses.” She scanned down the list. “Oh, I almost forgot. You’ll need to book a few dance lessons. Best to do it now and not leave it to the last minute.”
Ella’s head shot up. “Dance lessons?”
“Yes, Taylor wants all the bridesmaids to be able to dance. I did talk her out of a tango, lucky for you. I was thinking a slow waltz, maybe.”
“No,” said Ella, flatly. “Absolutely not.”
“No what?” asked Taylor, reappearing dressed in a cool, turquoise linen dress.
“No dancing,” said Ella. “No way, no how.”
Taylor’s face flushed and she turned to her mother. “Mom?” she said in a warning tone.
Their mother sighed. “Taylor, is it really necessary? You know how your sister feels about dancing. And traditionally, it’s the bride and groom that dance, not the bridesmaids.”
“Fine,” said Taylor. “If you want to ruin my wedding, fine. I just can’t believe that you could do this to me.”
And tears were already starting to gather at the corners of her eyes. Ella watched, certain that this wasn’t the first time their mother had been accused of ruining the wedding. Or indeed the first time that she herself had been accused of ruining it. Their mother turned to Ella.
“Ella, maybe you could try, just this once? It’s not dancing like at a nightclub. It’s real dancing, ballroom dancing. There are steps to learn and everything, it’s not free-form. Maybe it’ll be better than you think.”
It wasn’t going to be better than she thought, she knew that for a fact. She had two left feet and had danced exactly once in public. At her eighth grade graduation party. She could still remember the incredulous stares of her classmates. The only reason she’d stayed for the rest of the party is because Ema had consoled her and let Trent Cooper look down her dress in exchange for a promise that he would punch out the next guy that made fun of Ella.
But her mother’s face was harried, there were grey circles under her eyes, and Ella knew that her mother was giving this wedding her all. And that Taylor wouldn’t let something like this drop.
“Okay,” she said.
“Okay?” asked Taylor, obviously expecting more of a fight.
“Okay. Fine. I’ll book some dance classes, okay?”
Taylor wrapped Ella in an expensively scented hug and smacked a kiss onto her cheek that left a sticky feeling on her skin.
“You’re the best sister ever,” she announced.
“Only when I’m not being the worst sister ever,” said Ella, smiling at her sister’s rapid change in mood despite herself. “Now don’t you have caterers to meet? Hungry guests would definitely ruin your wedding.”
Taylor checked her watch and shrieked, there was the sound of high heels clattering over the wooden floors of the hall, then the door slamming, and in an instant the house seemed stiller and quieter and more relaxed.
“That was kind,” said Ella’s mother. “Thank you.”
Ella sniffed and handed over the pile of dress catalogues. “It was necessary,” she said. “And in return, you can check out bridesmaid dresses. I really do have to go, mom. I’ve got work to do.”
Her mother relented, taking the pile of glossy papers. “Fine,” she said. “But don’t forget to book those dance classes.”
✽✽✽
 
The small apartment was gloomy and dark, though the sun was still hot and bright outside. Ella closed the front door behind her and dropped her backpack on the floor. She grabbed a soda from the refrigerator before flicking on her computer. The two large displays gleamed into life. She pulled up the files that she needed, sitting back while the software loaded.
Dance lessons. Fantastic. There was a fleeting glimpse of memory, Ema gliding across a stage in pink toe shoes, her body thrumming with power, every muscle sliding perfectly into action. Ema had always been the dancer, not her.
For a long time she’d tried to quash the memory of Ema. Tried not to think about her at all. Being in Paris had helped a little, there were no reminders there. But as college started and the year grew colder she’d realized that banishing Ema from her memory was impossible. Their lives had been just too intertwined for her never to think of the girl. Woman. She was a woman now, would be a woman now. But that didn’t mean that she didn’t feel a little twinge of pain every time she thought of her.
Despite her initial feelings, she had found happiness again. More than once. It had taken time, a long time. But there had been other women. Anna only the most recent. She looked up at the framed diplomas above her desk. High school, college, a scattering of professional certificates. Her life was so different now from how she had planned it. Thirty two, and she hadn’t set foot in an art gallery for years, let alone worked in one. Or been discovered.
The program she needed opened on her screen just as an instant message alert pinged. A small box appeared on one of the monitors.
Benji101 >> Thought you’d taken the day off.
She grinned and pulled her keyboard toward her.
CinderElla>> Couldn’t leave you all by yourself. Magazines don’t design themselves you know.
Benji101>> Really? I thought you just waved your magic wand and the layout appeared from nowhere?
She rolled her eyes even though he couldn’t see her. Benji was technically her boss. Her editor anyway. He was also a constant annoyance when she was trying to work. He seemed to have a limitless amount of time to instant message, though she knew he was even busier than she was.
CinderElla>> Ha ha.
Benji101>> You doing okay?
He knew about Anna. He’d been the first person she’d told. Somehow it was easier to talk to him, because she never had to look at his face. The anonymity of instant messaging appealed to her just because of that. She had met him a handful of times, when she was forced to show up at the magazine offices for meetings and such. But for the most part, their work was conducted online. And ever since she’d confided in him, he’d made sure to check in on her online at least once a day.
CinderElla>> Better than ever. No, that’s a lie. I had some bad news today.
His response flashed up so fast she almost thought it had been prepared before her own message was sent.
Benji101>> Bad news? What is it? Are you really okay?
CinderElla>> Not really. It turns out that for my sister’s wedding I have to... No, I can’t say it.
Benji101>> Ella, you can tell me anything. What is it?
She was grinning as she typed back.
CinderElla>> I have to take dance classes.
A flood of laughing emojis filled the small space of the message box. She chuckled. At least someone was getting some amusement out of this.



Chapter Two
Ella pulled the key out of the ignition and opened the car door with some relief. She was sweating so much that a dark patch had appeared on her t-shirt between her breasts. The air-con had broken months ago. In the heart of a mid-western winter it hadn’t seemed like a big deal, definitely not something that she could prioritize spending money on. Other things were more important. Like food, for example. Now though she was cursing her lack of foresight.
She climbed out of her car onto the burning tarmac of the parking lot. The sun stung her skin, making it feel tight and hot. So she jogged over to the shaded walkway that ran the length of the strip mall. Her destination couldn’t be far, and she started walking.
It had been the first dance school that had appeared in a Google search, the only one that she’d called. Thankfully, they had time for her. If they hadn’t, she wasn’t sure that she would have gone to all the trouble of choosing another. A woman bustled past her, high heeled dancing shoes clicking on the concrete, a wisp of a skirt billowing in the breeze. Ella looked down at her stretched yoga pants and battered sneakers. They’d seemed a good choice when she was getting ready, now she was less sure.
Dancers were supposed to look elegant, feminine. Her faded Battlestar t-shirt wasn’t exactly elegant. And could she even dance in sneakers? She had no idea. Crap. This was turning out badly already and she hadn’t even got inside yet.
She found the school easily, and her hand was resting on the sizzling metal handle of the door before she had another thought. Dancers were also supposed to dance with somebody. Who exactly did Taylor have in mind for her to dance with? One of Doctor Dane’s highly paid and arrogant surgeon friends, no doubt.
Ella was so engrossed in the disgust of the thought of dancing with a strange man that she’d opened the door before she realized what she was doing. She was greeted by the smell of dust and sweat and polished wood floors. It was reminiscent of the smell of her high school gym, not a place that held the best of memories.
Summoning up as much confidence as she could she strode towards the small reception desk. A tall, dark haired man was standing there, his hair looking greased back and slimy. God, she hoped she wouldn’t have to dance with him.
“Welcome to Elite Dance School, how can I help you?” he said, smiling though the smile didn’t reach his eyes or his words.
He had an accent, a sharp finish to his consonants, a small elision to his vowels, it was an accent she couldn’t quite place.
“I, uh, have a class booked?” she said, not meaning to make it a question but it came out that way anyway.
He scanned his eyes down an open book laid on the counter.
“Ah, Ella, yes?”
“Yes,” said Ella, just stopping herself from mimicking the soft J sound that preceded the Y when he said the word.
“You are a little early. Please wait over there,” he pointed towards a black couch that was facing a large, plate glass internal window. “Your teacher will be with you as soon as she has finished her current class.”
Maybe he was Spanish, she thought, as she went over to the couch. Italian perhaps? She sat down, examining her surroundings. Other than the small reception desk with its computer, phone, and reservation book, there was a water cooler, the couch she was currently sitting on, and three doors. Two were marked male and female, so she assumed they were changing rooms, toilets, or both. The third was unmarked, and she guessed it led into the dance... what? Hall? Floor? Christ, she didn’t even know the right terminology for the place.
And then there was the window. Leaning forward a little she could see down into the dance... hall, she decided. She could hear the tinny sound of music playing, but the dancers must be out of her sight-line.
She craned forward a little. Mostly, she wanted to see what the other dancers were wearing, wanted to know just how much of a mistake she’d made in her outfit choice. Maybe she should go home and change. Maybe she should just cancel the lesson. She hated standing out in any way, and being the idiot that showed up to a dance class in yoga pants, sneakers and a t-shirt was a sure way to stand out.
Just stop caring, she told herself, still searching for any sign of dancers through the window. It was easier said than done though. She remembered being in Paris, that first day of strangeness when even the air smelled different. Monique, her mother’s cousin, had turned out to be a handsome older woman, thin and elegant in a pencil skirt, with a dirty sense of humor that had shocked Ella the first few times it had made an appearance. Monique had warned her about the pick pockets, the people that hung around the tourist sights that would be happy to relieve her of the small amount of cash that she had.
“How do I avoid them?” she’d asked.
Monique had smiled. “Just look less American.”
She’d looked down her her jeans and flannel shirt draped over a tank top. She hadn’t thought she’d looked American at all. She’d thought it a safe, classic choice.
“Can you tell I’m American?” she’d asked, cautiously.
Monique had just laughed in return.
That morning she’d walked into the first French store she could find and brought herself two outfits that she could barely afford. Just so she didn’t stick out.
As she was contemplating leaving, her legs twitching to stand up and walk out, two people spun into view. They were good, very good, was her first thought. They moved in perfect synchronization as they twirled across the floor, their movements in perfect rhythm with the music she could hear. She leaned even further forward, her butt almost leaving the couch in her effort to see better. There was something, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, something familiar, achingly familiar about what was happening. Then the couple turned, the woman’s face visible in stark profile, and Ella’s heart stopped.
It started as a coldness in her stomach. And it grew, spreading up her torso, down her legs, through her arms, until she was shivering with it. It was like being imprisoned in ice, and she couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. It lasted for as long as it took for the couple on the dance floor to waltz back out of sight, and then it was gone, leaving behind a feeling of panic that made her nauseous.
She stood, stumbling across the reception area, grabbing for the front door, her hands sweating now and sliding over the metal door handle again and again until she finally gripped it.
“Madame, please, madame,” said the voice in its clipped accent. “Your class will begin in just a moment. Madame, please.”
But the door was already opening, letting in a palpable rush of heat that was thick and enveloping. Ella walked out, keeping one hand on the window to steady herself as she half ran down the pavement. The window turned to brickwork under her fingers, rough and painful, and she snatched her hand away, found her balance, started to really run, feet slapping on the tarmac as she cut across the parking lot towards her car.
Flinging open the car door she threw herself in, scraping the key around the ignition until it at last found its home and she could start the engine. She was shaking all over, couldn’t fit her seatbelt into the slot, and ended up screeching out of the parking lot unrestrained. Her only thought was to get away. She watched the odometer, carefully seeing the numbers change until she was a mile away from the studio. Then she pulled into the first parking lot she found and stopped the engine.
She kept her hands on the steering wheel, laying her head back against the headrest and taking deep breaths. The nausea was still there, but slighter now. The breaths started to calm her. She’d panicked. Panicked because it was so unexpected. And she laughed at herself, a bitter rather than happy sound.
Coming back to Oakview she’d known there was a chance. There was always a chance of seeing Ema here. But she’d been lost after Anna had left, and she’d needed to be close to home, close to her mother, so she’d taken that chance. Besides, Ema had always been so set on getting out of Oakview that she’d reasoned that the risk had been a small one. So small that she hadn’t even had a plan for what to do if she did see the woman. Perhaps, she’d thought, she wouldn’t even recognize her. They were both grown up now, surely they looked different. But Ema hadn’t. She’d been as familiar as the view from her childhood bedroom window.
She was breathing more slowly, the last vestiges of coldness gone now in the heat of the car. It was fine, she told herself. Just fine. Ema hadn’t seen her, had no idea that she was there. It had been a lucky escape. A nice book-end to the last time she’d seen Ema unobserved. Closure, maybe.
She closed her eyes and tried not to remember but couldn’t help herself. That early summer evening, stepping out of the limo feeling beautiful for once, feeling elegant and special and excited, and just a little awkward. The night had seemed so full of promise, so expectant. A red carpet had been laid out on the pavement, leading in through the front doors to the gymnasium.
“Ella, looking good!”
She’d turned and grinned at Marcy Scott, head cheerleader and the hottest girl in class. Ordinarily, she’d have assumed that Marcy was teasing her, insulting her even, but not tonight. Marcy was giving her the nod of approval and for once, Ella took it as her due. And Marcy was smiling as she approached.
“Listen,” she said. “There’s a party after, at my parents summer house. It’s not far, about forty five minutes up by Lake Johnson. We’ve got cars booked to take us all up there. Why don’t you join us? It’s going to be a fun night.”
On any other night the invitation would have thrilled her to the core. On any other night she’d have jumped at the chance to be included with the cool kids. Not that she was uncool. She was solidly middle strata. Not cool enough to be cool, but not smart enough to be a geek. Just floating around in the middle, anxious for the approval of everyone, like most teenage girls. Tonight though, tonight she had no trouble smiling at Marcy and saying:
“I’d love to. But I already have plans for the evening.”
There was no kick back, no sarcasm in Marcy’s voice when she nodded understandingly and said that there’d be another invitation coming soon, that there’d be a graduation party up at the lake too, and she just had to come to that if she couldn’t make it tonight.
Ella had thanked her, said she’d surely be at the graduation party, and swept away confidently, walking steadily even in heels. She had one thing on her mind, one person on her mind. Making her way through the door, through the hall towards the pounding of music she was sure that Ema was already here. Ema’s parents had insisted on a professional photo session before prom, which was why they hadn’t prepared together. And she knew that Ema would have escaped the session as soon as she could.
The gym was decorated with streamers and balloons, there were dark corners and flashing lights and Ella found a growing excitement in the idea of not just later that night, but also this, the party, her prom.
“Looking for Ema?” asked Mr. Brooks.
She grinned at her biology teacher. Who else would she be looking for? Even he knew that.
“I just saw her heading towards the cloakroom,” he said.
“Thanks, Mr. B.”
She rushed off towards the cloakroom, rounding the corner of the corridor, her heels clacking on the floor, not at all silent.
But the amount of noise she’d made hadn’t mattered in the end. Hadn’t mattered because Ema had been far too busy, far too engrossed in what she was doing, to hear anything. And Ella had stopped, confused at first, her brain struggling to understand what she was seeing. And that same frozen feeling had grown inside her, crackling frosty fingers tickling through her veins until she was shivering and nauseous. She didn’t know how she’d forced herself to move, how she’d managed to run away, to find her way home, sobbing and heaving with sadness. But somehow she had.
Sweat was beading on her forehead now, running down her spine, soaking her shirt. Stupid car with no stupid air conditioning. She’d calmed down though. It had been a lucky escape. Panicked and terrifying for sure, but there was no real harm done. She turned the key in the ignition. The car’s engine thrummed, there was nothing she wanted more now than to go home. To get to her safe place, envelop herself in the little cocoon of her apartment. She buckled her seatbelt with hands that still trembled, but only a little now.
When she pulled into the tiny parking lot in front of her apartment building her shirt was sticking to her. She grabbed her stuff and jogged up the stairs to her apartment. Slamming the door behind her she dropped her stuff by the door and collapsed onto the couch. The chill of the building’s air-con soothed her sweaty skin. What a day. What a disaster. What a stupid idea to ever take dance classes in the first place. She blamed Taylor for this. Her panic was turning into anger now, anger that her sister always had to have her own way, anger that everyone else always had to fit in with Taylor’s idea of perfection.
She was half a second from calling her mother and refusing to take part in this damn wedding at all when the doorbell rang. She rubbed her face with her hands. This wasn’t unusual. She worked from home, her neighbours and the mail-guy knew that. She frequently found herself turning into a package station for the entire building. With a sigh she pushed herself up off the couch. This had to stop, she had to stop letting people take advantage of her like this. Now was as good a time as any to tell the mail-man exactly that.
Steeling herself for a fight, she flung open the front door. Her mouth was open to speak before she even saw who was standing there. And then she closed it so hard her teeth rattled.
Tall, blonde, more beautiful than she even remembered, and oh, so familiar. Ema stood on the walkway, the light breeze fluttering her skirt.



Chapter Three
Ella couldn’t speak. Literally couldn’t make her mouth open again. She stared, paralyzed, at the slim figure standing before her.
“I didn’t know it was you,” Ema said. “I mean, I thought maybe, when I saw your first name listed for the class. I hoped, I guess. But I couldn’t know for sure. And then when you weren’t there, when Cristof told me that my next student had just run out of the studio, that’s when I knew. I knew it had to be you, could only be you. And then...”
She trailed off, and Ella still couldn’t speak, couldn’t move.
“I shouldn’t have come,” Ema said, finding her words again. “It was a mistake, I shouldn’t have come. I just thought... I thought that... I don’t know what I thought. I’ll leave. I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”
And she was already turning, her light skirt flickering around her legs in the breeze and Ella had to stop her. She didn’t know why, she just knew that she had to, that Ema couldn’t walk away right now, that there would never be another chance. Another chance at what, she didn’t know, didn’t even think about.
“How did you find me?” she blurted out.
Ema turned back.
“The internet. It wasn’t hard. Your address is listed as here.”
The internet, of course. So easy, so simple.
“If you don’t want to talk to me, I understand,” Ema said.
She didn’t want to talk to her. But at the same time she did. She had a hundred questions, a thousand maybe, none of which she knew how to ask. Seeing Ema before her, seeing the face that she knew as well as her own even though it was older now, the bones more defined, the freckles more muted, the eyes more tired, made her heart beat in crazy rhythms.
“I don’t know if I want to talk to you,” Ella said, honestly. “I just don’t know.”
And Ema straightened up a little. Ella recognized the gesture, knew that she was preparing herself, knew that she wanted to be and appear strong.
“If you don’t know, then maybe you should give it a chance. I came because I wanted to, because I wanted to see you, because I wanted to give this, us, a chance. Because there’s so much that I don’t understand. I’d like to talk to you Ella, if you’ll let me.”
Ella said nothing, stayed silent, still didn’t know whether to listen to her head that was yelling at her to slam the door right now, or her heart that was still beating in its crazy rhythm.
“I miss you.” Ema’s face was pale, tight, frightened almost. “I’ve always missed you. There’s been this empty hole inside me since you left. I miss my best friend, my other half. And I saw the opportunity to maybe, somehow, fix that hole. Fill it again if I’m lucky, or simply start repairing it, sewing it closed again. That’s why I came. Because I need to know, want to know, what happened to us.”
Still she said nothing, but she didn’t close the door. Her hand slackened a little on the door knob. Ema sighed and shook her head.
“This was a stupid idea,” she said. “I need to get back to work.” She turned to leave again and Ella couldn’t find the strength to stop her. But then she paused and looked back just for a moment. “I’ll be at Gordon’s, the bar on Ellis Street, at seven tonight. If you want to talk that is.”
And then she really was walking away and Ella was leaning against the door frame for support. It took a long time before she went inside and closed the door. She spent almost half an hour in the sticky heat of the day before she came to her senses.
There was only one thing to do, one person she could talk to, she thought as she finally closed the door. Benji. He was anonymous, or anonymous enough. It wasn’t like she could call her mother. She’d never told her mother what had happened that night. She’d been grateful that her mother had never asked.
When she’d arrived home, shaking and sobbing, her mother had stripped off her dress, wiped off her make up, and given her half a sleeping tablet. Ella had gratefully descended into oblivion. And when she woke up the next morning, her mother had already spoken to Monique, had already called the school and ordered Ella’s diploma to be sent in the mail. She might not know exactly what happened, but her mother knew her well enough to know when something was truly wrong. And sending her to France had been her mother’s way of saying that she understood.
Ella turned on her computer then stripped off her clothes, leaving a trail of items as she headed to the bathroom. Two minutes under a cold shower was as much as she could stand, and the burning cold of the water didn’t allow for any thought other than getting the hell out of there as soon as she could. By the time she got back to her desk, Benji’s message box had already pinged open.
Benji101>> What’s new, pussy cat?
Ella dragged out her chair and sat down. The problem was that she didn’t want to think about all of this. She knew that as soon as she started analyzing things that she’d start making head decisions rather than heart decisions, or heart decisions rather than head ones. And since she didn’t know which organ should be making decisions, what she really wanted was someone to tell her what to do. She typed fast.
CinderElla>> Hypothetically: an ex shows up. Bad break up, blah, blah. But now the ex wants to talk. Get closure. Whatevs. Ex invites you for a drink to talk. Do you go?
Three little dots appeared as Benji started typing. Ella grabbed her water bottle and took a drink whilst she waited for his response.
Benji101>> Do we suspect ulterior motives?
Ella thought about this. No, she decided, she didn’t think that Ema had any other motive than wanting to find out what had happened. Perhaps she still didn’t even know what Ella had seen that night. Though Ella had really thought that Ema was smart enough to figure it out.
CinderElla>> No.
Benji’s next message came quickly.
Benji101>> Then I say go. I mean, closure is good for everyone concerned. Break ups can be emotional and confusing, I think it sounds sensible to have a talk after everything’s calmed down. Find out what really happened, how someone was really feeling. It could stop you making the same mistakes again in the future.
CinderElla>> Who says we’re talking about me?
Benji101>> Oops, forgot it was “hypothetical”
CinderElla>> haha
Benji101>> I still think it sounds healthy. Grown up even. Just keep your head straight. Exes are dangerous. Don’t go jumping into bed with anyone I wouldn’t.
CinderElla>> haha (again)
But she’d asked for the advice. Her mother was always telling her that she shouldn’t ask for advice if she wasn’t willing to take it. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to talk to Ema, wasn’t sure she could keep her head straight like Benji told her to. But she’d asked, he’d answered.
“Screw it,” she muttered to herself. “I can do this. I can. I should go. What’s the worst that could happen?”
She didn’t want to think about it. Lots of bad things could happen. There was little hope of anything good coming of this. On her screen the three little dots appeared again, Benji was typing.
Benji101>> Could you forgive her?
CinderElla>> I told you, hypothetical, not me.
Benji101>> Sorry for asking. Something to think about though.
Could she forgive Ema? She honestly didn’t know. The pain was still there, not as raw and hot as it used to be. Time had soothed it, other women had soothed it, but it had never really gone away. Pain made it difficult to forgive. On the other hand, she’d never given Ema a chance to explain herself, a chance to apologize. Maybe those things would make the pain hurt less.
“Fine, I’ll go.”
She clicked the instant message box away. The decision was made for better or worse and she could sit here all afternoon thinking about it and it wouldn’t make any difference. Better to work, better to immerse herself in something that wasn’t as complicated as other people.
✽✽✽
 
Underwear, jeans, a t-shirt, sneakers. It wasn’t hard. She put a hell of a lot less effort into dressing for this occasion than she had for the last. And she still didn’t know why she was going, what she hoped to achieve. Ella grabbed one of her satchel bags, throwing her wallet and cell phone into it before walking out the door and locking it behind her. The bar was close enough to walk to.
But as she walked she still didn’t know what she was doing. Still didn’t know if she was being brave or foolish.
“Ema was a big part of your life, she deserves the right to speak to you,” she muttered to herself as she walked down the street.
She turned a corner.
“Ema betrayed you and hurt you and doesn’t deserve a thing from you,” she said, continuing to walk.
Both of these things were true. And yet she kept on walking. Maybe it was like a car crash, she thought. One of those terrible ones on the highway where you’re stuck in traffic forever and then you drive past it and can’t help but look, no matter how much you tell yourself not to, not matter how terrible the things that you’ll know you’ll see. Morbid curiosity, that’s what it was called. She was morbidly curious about what was going to happen.
There was a little tiny piece of her, however, that had been happy to see Ema standing on the doorstep. A piece that had wanted to hug her. A piece that had just wanted her best friend back, no matter what else had happened. And she wanted to hate that piece, but she couldn’t. There had been a lot of good times before the bad time.
And then she could see the glowing neon lights of Gordon’s, could see the scattering of people outside, taking in the heat of the evening, and knew that if she was going to turn back it had to be now. She didn’t though. She just kept walking. Maybe that little piece of her that wanted her best friend back was bigger than she’d thought.
She pushed into the bar, skirting a group of people around the entrance way, looking around, trying to find Ema and not seeing her. Finally, a hand waved, catching her attention. Ema was sitting at a small table, two glasses in front of her. Ella took a deep breath, then walked over.
“I didn’t think you’d come,” Ema said, as soon as Ella was close enough to hear.
“But you got me a drink anyway?”
Ema shrugged, a gentle movement of her shoulders. “I hoped,” she said. “I got you a Jack and Coke, like you always used to drink. But then I realized that maybe you’d changed. Maybe you don’t like it any more.”
“It’s fine,” Ella said, pulling out a chair and sitting down.
Ema was wearing a top that bared her shoulders, pale pink and matched with large hoop earrings. She was looking down into her drink and Ella knew she was nervous, scared, didn’t know what to say. Ella took the glass that was hers, downed half of it, and just stopped herself from choking at the strength of it. It had been a long time since she’d drunk Jack and Coke.
“So, what do you have to say?” she said. No point in beating around the bush.
“I’m sorry?”
“You said you wanted to talk. I’m here. What do you want to talk about?”
Ema pressed her lips together, a little furrow appeared between her eyebrows.
“I wanted to talk about what happened,” she said. “You just went away. You just left. I never understood why. And then you show up again and I guess I finally saw a chance to get some answers. Was it something I did? Something I said?”
Ella took another sip of her drink, more slowly this time, feeling the heat of the alcohol burn down her throat.
“What do you think?” she asked.
It seemed the safest way of dealing with things. If Ema could admit what she’d done, then perhaps there was a chance of forgiveness. Perhaps.
Ema sighed. “I spent a long time thinking about it. A long time. What we had was so good, our friendship, I mean, it took me a long time to come to any idea about what had happened. But I guess I know now, though it was hard to admit to myself.”
She paused and drank and Ella could barely wait. She needed to hear the words, needed what she’d seen to be confirmed, needed perhaps to start forgiving her friend.
“Well, what was it?” she asked, when Ema didn’t start to speak again.
“I was pressuring you into having sex,” Ema said, her face flushing a little with shame more than the alcohol. “You didn’t want to, but you didn’t know how to tell me, so you ran away instead.”
“No!”
The word came out louder than she intended, and the people around them stopped talking, turning to look. Ella waited for a second until chatter started up again before lowering her voice and saying:
“No. I loved you. I loved you so much that it made my head spin just to look at you. There was nothing that I wanted more than to give myself to you completely. Nothing.”
Ema watched, her eyes large and luminous.
“I bought new underwear,” Ella said. “Pink, and lacy, and delicate, and so beautiful. Just for you.”
It was stupid, but it seemed important now that Ema knew this.
“Then what was it?” Ema said. “What happened? I don’t understand.”
Ella closed her eyes just for a brief second, but it was enough. Long enough for her to see the two figures in the corridor, see the way Ema’s head was tilted up, see her lips meeting Trent Cooper’s, see Trent’s hands sliding over the waist of her dress. She opened her eyes again.
“I saw you,” she said.
“Saw me doing what? Saw me how?”
Ella swallowed down another burning mouthful of her drink, as if disinfecting her mouth before the words could come out.
“I saw you kissing Trent Cooper.”
Ema’s face clouded for a second, then cleared as though remembering. Really? Was it so unimportant that she’d forgotten? Ella felt anger burning down into her stomach with the whiskey. Then Ema reached across the table, her hand coming unbelievably close to touching Ella’s, drawing away at the very last second. But she was still looking directly into her eyes. So directly that Ella could see the truth there.
“But I didn’t,” said Ema. “I didn’t kiss Trent Cooper.”



Chapter Four
“I know what I saw,” Ella said. But the words came out less sure than questioning.
Ema leaned forward, her hand still so close that Ella could feel the warmth radiating from her skin.
“Let me guess,” Ema said. “You came around the corner to the cloakroom, saw what you thought was me kissing Trent, and then fled, right?”
That didn’t even begin to cover the earthquake of desolation that had rocked her when she saw them. Didn’t do a thing to describe the bawling, vomiting, mess that she’d become afterwards. Didn’t come close to relating the empty, gasping hollowness that had lived inside her for months, years afterwards. But Ella nodded anyway.
“If you’d have stayed just a second longer, you’d have seen something else,” said Ema. “You’d have seen me pushing him away, me slapping him. I didn’t kiss Trent.”
“Then what exactly did happen?”
Ema sat back a little, moving her hand away, and the warmth was gone. Ella missed it.
“I got there early,” said Ema. “My parents had that stupid photo session, and I took as much as I could take, and then I left. I was waiting for you. Actually really waiting, like I was waiting by the door and everything. I didn’t even want to go into the gym without you. I wanted us both to see it for the first time at the same time, together.”
She hesitated for a split second and Ella knew that she was thinking about the way they had been. The way they’d always done everything together. It was natural, normal that she’d want to wait so they could experience their first look at prom together.
“You were so long. I waited, and then decided it’d be okay if I just went to the bathroom real quick. I probably wouldn’t miss you arriving, you’d talk to some people outside before going in, right?”
Ella thought back to the conversation with Marcy, then nodded.
“Trent caught me as I was coming out of the ladies room. He told me how good I looked. He was drunk already, I could smell it on him. He’d pre-gamed with some of the other guys and he smelled like a brewery. And then he grabbed me. It happened so fast that I couldn’t stop it. He grabbed me and pushed himself up against me and kissed me. It was a second, no more. Just a second for me to realize what was happening, and then I pushed him away as hard as I could. I slapped him so hard he had my hand print on his face for the rest of the night. That’s all. I swear, El, that’s all.”
It was the nickname that got her. Only Ema called her El. She was the only person allowed to. Ella blinked, but the tears kept coming, she couldn’t stop them.
“I– I didn’t know. I thought...”
“I can guess what you thought,” Ema said. “And understand it too, I suppose. I looked for you everywhere, El. I spent hours waiting for you by the door, hoping that you’d show up. By the time you hadn’t, the prom was almost over, and I wanted to go to your place but it was so late I knew your mom would be mad. So I went home. I stopped by your house the next day, around lunchtime, but there was no one home.”
A last minute shopping trip to get everything she needed for her impromptu vacation. Ella remembered the awfulness of the cheery mall, mocking her sadness.
“I tried calling and nothing. Eventually, I came back and by then your mom said that you’d gone already. She looked, well, upset I guess. And that was it. I figured I’d scared you off and I should leave you alone. I waited for a while, tried to send you emails, texts, but nothing.”
Ella had blocked her numbers and email addresses immediately. She hadn’t wanted to hear excuses, justifications, or anything else.
“I don’t know what to say,” she said now. “I really don’t.”
Ema raised her glass and took a drink before settling it back on the table.
“If it makes you feel a little better,” she said, with a half grin. “I bought new underwear too. Black though, but definitely lacy.”
Ella laughed, she couldn’t help herself. She laughed and the brewing tears stopped and she sniffed.
“I’ve been an idiot.”
“Yep.”
“I’m sorry.”
Ema’s eyes brightened a little. “Can I ask a question?”
Ella nodded.
“Why exactly were you going to take a dance class? I’ve been wondering about that all afternoon.”
Ella grinned. “Taylor’s getting married and she wants us all dancing at the wedding.”
“Jesus,” said Ema. “Taylor’s getting married? That’s going to be a shit show. Has she killed a wedding planner yet?”
“Not yet, but it’s only a matter of time,” Ella said, straight faced.
Ema looked at Ella’s empty glass. “Buy you another drink?”
“No,” said Ella, and saw Ema’s face drop a fraction. “I mean, it’s my turn to buy. What are you drinking?”
“Vodka and tonic, but only for old time’s sake. Think I could have a glass of wine instead?” Ema said, looking vaguely guilty. “I didn’t want you to think that I was a middle-aged bore, but this vodka is way too strong for me nowadays.”
“We’ll be middle-aged bores together then,” Ella said, gratefully pushing aside the Jack and Coke glass. “If I have another of these then I’ll be rolling home instead of walking.”
She waited at the bustling bar for two glasses of wine. And the longer she waited, the worse she felt. There was no doubt that she believed Ema. The explanation was just so simple, so plausible. She’d made her own life a misery, but she’d made Ema’s life miserable too, and there was no way to make up for that. Nothing she could say or do that would make things right again. So maybe this was just closure. Maybe the explanations were there to be had so that they could both move on. The wine arrived, and she picked up the glasses, walking carefully with them over to their table, still not knowing what to say.
“I’ve been thinking,” Ema said, as she sat down.
“Uh-oh.”
It slipped out, such a natural response in their past friendship, it was force of habit more than anything that made her say it. And it was in that moment that Ella had a glimpse of a different future. One where maybe they could somehow work things out, where they could be friends again.
“Not a crazy plan,” Ema said. “I promise. It’s just that, well, you thought I cheated on you, and you must have been pretty mad. Rightfully so. I think that you should have given me the chance to explain myself, should have believed in me a little more, and that makes me mad. Again, rightfully so.”
“And?”
“And, well, maybe we could agree that we’re even. We both have equal madness so maybe it’s time to forget about it,” Ema said, twirling the stem of her wine glass. “Not that, you know, we have to go straight back to being besties or anything. Just that maybe we could try again? Like have dinner or another drink or something. See what happens. What do you think?”
Ella took a breath. It couldn’t really be that easy, could it? There was sure to be lingering resentment, lingering blame. Yet Ema seemed completely serious. It was that, more than anything, that made her nod. The fact that Ema wanted her friend back just as much as she did, though she hadn’t admitted that to herself for a long time.
“Yes, okay,” she said. “We can try, I guess.”
“We’re older, we’ve changed, I don’t expect things to go back to the way they used to be,” Ema said. “But I have missed you, so much. I’d like even just a little bit of that back in my life.”
“Me too.”
There was what felt like a long silence.
“How about I help you with the dancing?”
The question came out of nowhere, and Ella didn’t know what to say.
“I– I don’t think so.”
She wasn’t ready for that, wasn’t ready for the humiliation of dancing in front of her, and the necessary physical proximity it would require.
“Come on,” cajoled Ema. “I’m a dance teacher, it’s what I do. And God knows, you need the help.”
Ella glared at her.
“What? I am one of the rare, privileged few that have seen you dance, El. Remember eighth grade graduation? I let Trent look at my non-existent boobs just to stop the guys teasing you after that.”
Ella smiled a little at the memory of it, painful though it was.
“So let me help. It’s the least I can do for Taylor’s wedding. She was always a brat, but then I never had a sister so I figured she was just being my pretend little sister. Let me help, El. I have a space in my schedule tomorrow, I can fit you in then.”
“Let me think about it.”
It seemed like the easiest thing to say.
“Sure,” Ema said. She picked up her wine glass and held it out. “To... building bridges maybe?”
“No,” Ella said, picking up her own glass. “To the two E’s.”
“The two E’s,” said Ema, clinking her glass against Ella’s. “So, fill me in. Pretend I’ve been stuck in a cave for the last fourteen years. How are you? Who are you? What are you?”
“Only the easy questions then,” Ella said, grinning. “Well, I’m a graphic artist.”
It took all of ten minutes to fill Ema in on her professional achievements. Not that there were many. She found herself feeling almost embarrassed at all the things she hadn’t achieved, all the plans she hadn’t fulfilled. As much as she liked her job, it was a far cry from being a famous photographer.
“And what about you?” she finished up with.
Ema sighed. “We were idealistic, weren’t we?” she said, by way of an answer. “Thinking we were going to take the world by storm.”
“Did you go to New York?”
“Oh yes,” said Ema, a misty look in her eyes. “I did the full four years of school, danced until my feet bled. Then I spent another year being a waitress at night and auditioning all day. Until I realized that I might just need a new plan. So I took a teaching course, got certified, taught for a while in New York. No shortage of dancers that need classes there. Then I came back to Oakview when Dad died.”
“Your father died?” said Ella, remembering a large, avuncular man that said no more than two words at a time. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea.”
“Heart attack,” Ema said. “Three years ago now. Mom needed my help, so I stuck around. Then I met Cristof, we started dancing together, winning a few competitions, and rented ourselves a studio to practice in and teach to earn some money. That’s pretty much it. The whole sordid story.”
Cristof. That must be the tall, slimy looking man with the odd accent. Ema’s partner. Dance partner. Business partner. Life partner? Perhaps. Probably. Ella felt a little shard of jealousy pierce her at the thought. But Ema had always liked men too. And if she was happy, then Ella guessed that that was all that mattered. Happy with Cristof. What a name.
“It sounds... good.”
“It’s a living,” Ema said, shrugging so that her slim shoulders moved and just a hint of cleavage showed.
“You’re still dancing,” said Ella. “You’re closer to your original goal than I am. I can’t remember the last time I picked up a camera.”
“Maybe you just need the right inspiration,” Ema said.
And Ella knew that she was just being kind, but it didn’t sound patronizing in the way it would if someone else had said it. She took a mouthful of wine, tasting the sweet sourness of it before she swallowed it down. Then she decided.
“About the dance classes.”
“The offer still stands,” Ema said, immediately. “You can start tomorrow morning and I swear that I’ll make you the best damn dancer at the wedding. I stake my reputation on it.”
“You can’t be that good of a teacher,” Ella said, knowing full well that the most she could hope for was not to trip over her own feet and fall flat on her face at the wedding reception.
“You’d be surprised,” Ema said. “Speaking of which...”
She raised her hand and waved. Ella turned around and saw two women stepping into the bar. The taller of the two saw Ema waving and they rapidly walked over to the table.
“I was just trying to tell my friend here what a fantastic teacher I really am,” Ema said.
“You’d better believe it,” said the smaller of the two women, her skin glowing olive and healthy, her short dark hair sleeked back. “I can’t even walk straight and Ema here got me dancing like a champ.”
“This is Danny,” Ema said, pointing to the olive skinned woman. “And Lena,” here she gestured to the tall, beautiful blonde woman. “Two of my finest students.”
“Don’t overdo it, Em,” said Lena, but she was grinning. “Though to be fair, if Ema can get Danny dancing properly, then she can do the same for anyone. We were actually thinking about sending some of our dogs to her to see if she can get them dancing, get them to earn their keep.”
“Lena and Danny run the Oakview Dog Shelter, just down the street,” explained Ema.
“And Ema taught us, well, me really, to dance so that I don’t make a complete idiot out of myself at our wedding next month,” put in Danny. “And yes, she really is that good.”
“Speaking of which, we have to leave you,” said Lena. “We’ve got the final guest list to go over and seating arrangements to plan.”
“Which is why we’re here,” Danny said. “I only agreed to help on the condition that I can numb my brain with alcohol first.”
Laughing, the couple left, and Ema turned back to Ella.
“So?” she said. “Was that enough of a glowing recommendation?”
Ella rolled her eyes. But she needed dance lessons. They might as well come from Ema. At least that way she wouldn’t need to find another school.
“Lessons are on the house,” Ema said, persuasively. “Consider it my wedding present to Taylor. Come on, El.”
Ella thought about the couple of hundred bucks she’d save on lessons. Maybe she could even afford to get the car air-con fixed before the summer was over. Finally, she nodded.
“Okay,” she said, half reluctantly.
“And that calls for another drink,” said Ema.
What on earth had she let herself in for? Ella was already regretting the decision as Ema went back up to the bar.



Chapter Five
This time she was better prepared. Dress-wise, not emotionally. Ella had unearthed a skirt and leggings from her closet, both buried under a pile of t-shirts. And she’d borrowed a pair of Taylor’s heels, though borrowed implied that Taylor actually knew about it. So as she walked along the shaded walkway towards Elite Dance School, she at least looked the part.
Her emotions were a whole other issue. She accepted Ema’s explanation of what had happened, there was no question about that. She knew that she’d jumped to conclusions, and had caused them both more sadness than they deserved. Whether or not she was really ready to have Ema back in her life was something different. Because as much as there was a void where her best friend had used to be, a void that absolutely needed to be filled, she and Ema had been more than best friends. Much more.
She stumbled a little in the heels, but recovered herself. God, she could barely walk in them, let alone dance.
There was, she’d decided as she’d lain awake the night before staring at the streetlight patterns on the ceiling, no chance of being more than friends. Maybe not even best friends. Just friends. She wasn’t stupid. Ella was more than aware of her own mental state. Losing Anna had been hard, maybe even as hard as losing Ema. And she was grieving what she’d once had. She was in no position to get into a new relationship.
Not that Ema had offered her one. And she was probably involved with the accent guy. Probably. Ella wiped the sweat from her forehead. The whole thing was complicated and she wasn’t sure how she felt about anything, other than knowing that the second she stepped through the door in front of her she was going to be embroiled in something a whole lot more complex than she probably needed. Feelings, emotions, lost love, new love, memories, guilt, all mixed together in one room, in one person.
Perhaps it was time to turn back, to walk away. But she was already here and she could see that Cristof had seen her through the glass, his eyebrow cocked, and she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her run again. Besides, Ema knew where she lived and would probably just hunt her down again. And that would only lead to more complicated conversations. She’d never been able to tell Ema no, not even when she knew that she’d end up in trouble. Like when they’d snuck into Oakview’s one real club under-age, each pretending that she was sleeping over at the other’s house. A stray phone call between their mothers, something that couldn’t have been foreseen, almost ended in a police search.
Ella sighed and opened the door. Might as well get this damned lesson over with.
“Ema, your student is here,” called out Cristof as soon as she stepped over the threshold.
Ema came floating out of the changing room.
“You know, I just keep thinking that you’re not going to show up. I really need to have more faith in you.”
Ella shrugged.
“It just seems easier to do this than to have to fight with Taylor about it,” she said, avoiding the issue of possibly not wanting to see Ema, which she was sure was what Ema had meant.
“Well then, we’d better get started.”
She floated off towards the studio door and Ella followed, feeling heavy and graceless as she walked, feeling Cristof’s eyes on her and knowing that he was judging her badly. She really didn’t like him at all and wondered what on earth Ema saw in him.
“Alright, so what kind of dancing do you need?” Ema asked.
There was no smalltalk. The second she’d walked into the studio Ema had changed, her back was straighter, her face more serious, more professional.
“Uh, wedding dancing,” answered Ella.
“Not helpful.”
“Um, I think mom said something about a waltz?”
Ema grinned. “Much more helpful. Waltzing we can do.”
She held out a hand and Ella just stared at it. She understood that she was supposed to take it, but just couldn’t bring herself to do so. She was nervous, butterflies trembling in her stomach. And she didn’t know whether it was because she was supposed to dance and humiliate herself, or if it was because she was supposed to take Ema’s hand. Both ideas filled her with shaking anxiety.
“Come on, El. It’s going to be fine. I promise you. Trust me to look after you.”
And the look on her face was so beseeching that reluctantly Ella stepped forward and took her hand. Immediately she was filled with warmth. Their hands fit together perfectly, just as they’d always done, and she fought the urge to twine their fingers together. Ema pulled her a little so they were standing side by side.
“Just watch my feet and do exactly the same thing as I do, right?”
Ella nodded, her eyes glued to Ema’s feet. Mimicking her, she took a step backwards, then one to the side, then brought her feet back together again. The exact same sequence followed, then once more, then Ema let go of her hand.
“Now try it alone.”
Feeling stupid, Ella did as she was told. Surely this was kindergarten stuff? She replicated the three steps, then did it again, just to show that she wasn’t quite as dumb as Ema might be thinking.
“That’s it,” Ema said.
“That’s it?”
“Yep, that’s the waltz. Simple box step. Everything else is just a variation of that. You’ve got it.”
Ella stared at her in amazement. “Are you serious?”
“Deadly serious. That’s really all there is to it. Think you can remember that?”
“A four year old could remember that,” Ella said, still not quite believing what she was being told.
“Great.”
Before she knew what was happening, Ema was stepping forward, taking her hand again. But this time she stepped in even closer, putting one hand lightly on her waist. They were inches apart. Not even inches. The smell of her was so familiar, the sandalwood shampoo she preferred, the flowery scents she used, the underlying, citrusy smell that was just her. Ella gulped back a wave of emotion. The smell of Ema was like the smell of coming home.
“What are you doing?”
“Dancing with you,” Ema said. “You don’t dance alone. Now are you ready? All you need to do is keep repeating the exact same sequence of steps. I’ll dance the male part. One, two, three.”
And then they were dancing. Well, more like walking oddly together, Ella thought. Plate glass mirrors across one wall of the studio let her see exactly how they looked. Both exactly the same height, she dark, Ema fair, their bodies beginning to fit together, but not quite, though just a push would connect them.
“Concentrate!” Ema said.
She went back to counting the steps in her head, one, two, three. And then they were at the far end of the studio and about to crash into the wall.
“We’ll handle turning in a few minutes,” Ema said, letting go.
And when she let go, Ella felt empty again. Ema walked over to the side wall, fiddled with an iPod, and then music was pealing out of the speakers, surrounding them both.
“And again,” Ema said, coming back and resuming her position so that Ella felt once again complete.
For the next half an hour, Ella repeated the steps again and again as Ema drilled them into her, teaching her turning along the way, until they were waltzing around the floor. And when Ema stopped her, they were both sweating, their breath coming in fast gasps. Ella had a sudden memory of lying on her bed, Ema’s body weighing on her, her face coming down close, their ragged breathing the only sound. For a long moment their gazes locked, then Ema pulled away.
“Excellent. See? It’s nowhere near as hard as you think.”
“It wasn’t that hard,” Ella admitted, trying to get her breathing under control again. “But it’s hard to believe that there’s nothing more to it.”
“The rest is just decoration,” Ema grinned. “I’ll prove it. Go stand by the mirror over there.”
Obediently, Ella went, and Ema rushed off, appearing a moment later with Cristof. The music began again. For a second the two figures stood in the middle of the floor. Then Cristof stepped forward, took Ema into his arms, and they began to dance.
Their movements were fluid, they glided across the floor. Every step looked filled with power and at the same time gentle and flowing. Their bodies fit together so well that they seemed part of the same organism. Cristof’s dark eyes filled with love as he looked down at Ema, her eyes glowed back, a half smile on her lips. Together they spun and twirled, so utterly complete with each other that Ella wondered how she could have ever doubted that they were together. Really together. There was an intimacy in their dancing, a complete understanding of each other, that she didn’t think could come from anything other than love.
When the music finished, they stood silently, clasped in each other’s arms, and Ella clapped. They were stunning, she appreciated that, but a little spike of pain ran through her as she watched them. They had something that she didn’t, and she was jealous of it.
“I told you,” Ema said, releasing herself from Cristof’s grasp. “That’s really all there is to it.”
“I’m going to be able to do that?” asked Ella, doubtfully.
Cristof snorted. “As if. You might be able to dance without embarrassing yourself, but that’s the furthest I’d be willing to bet on.”
Ella bit her lip.
“Play nice, kids,” Ema said.
Cristof glared at Ella, and then stalked out of the room.
“Nice man,” Ella couldn’t help but say, sarcastically.
“He’s moody,” Ema said, with a grin. “Fantastic dancer though. So, are we good? You’ll need another couple of lessons. I can call you and give you a time for the next one if you give me your cell number?”
Still curious about Cristof, Ella nodded without thinking. Ema got her phone and then automatically, Ella reeled off her number.
“Perfect,” Ema said. “Then I’ll call you.”
There was an awkward, shuffling moment where Ella didn’t know what to say. She felt like she’d been riding a high whilst dancing, but had crashed back to earth when watching Ema with Cristof.
“Uh, thanks,” she said, hesitantly.
“You’re welcome,” Ema said. “I, uh, I enjoyed dancing with you. It was fun.”
Now she was just being kind. But that was okay. They’d been apart for so long that it was surely normal that they couldn’t go back to their teasing, brutal honesty. And Ema was stepping forward and getting closer and Ella felt electricity sparking but didn’t want it, needed to put out the sparks. She thrust her hand outwards.
“Thank you,” she said again, giving Ema’s hand a hearty shake.
“You’re welcome,” Ema said again, her eyes curious, her grip strong.
And Ella fled
✽✽✽
 
“So, did you sign up for dance lessons?”
Her mother was sorting through stacks of napkins, all in colors so similar that Ella didn’t know how she could tell the difference.
“Yes, mom.”
“And?”
Ella sighed, and picked up a pile of napkins of her own. Carefully, she started sorting them into three piles by color, though she wasn’t sure that she was doing it correctly. She just needed to do something with her hands. That morning’s dance lesson with Ema had left her feeling strange in a way she really didn’t want to think about. Which was exactly why she’d dropped by the house, knowing that her mother would keep her busy. She hadn’t counted on being interrogated about the classes.
“I signed up with Elite Dance School,” she said, knowing her mother would want specifics. “And it’s going fine. Not as difficult as I’d imagined. Okay?”
Her mother raised her hands. “Okay, okay. No need to be defensive. And thank you for not making a fuss about this.”
Ella shrugged and continued sorting out the napkins. She didn’t want to tell her mother about Ema, didn’t even want her name mentioned. She definitely didn’t want to discuss anything to do with Ema, past or present, with her mother. She didn’t know why. It was a personal, private thing. Her pain was personal. Yet, she thought, she’d discussed Anna with her mother all the time. Her thoughts were interrupted by the buzzing of her phone.
“Hello,” she said, propping the phone between her chin and shoulder and still busily sorting the napkins.
“Hi, it’s Ema.”
In a second, Ella had dropped the napkins and run out to the hallway. Half closing the kitchen door behind her.
“Hey,” she said, keeping her voice low.
“Listen, tell me if I’m moving too fast with all of this, but I was wondering if you wanted to come over tomorrow night. For dinner maybe. We could catch up properly. It’s just that I was thinking about all the things we missed, and I don’t want to miss them anymore. I truly did enjoy dancing with you this morning, and I’d like to spend some quality time with you.”
Ella kept silent for a moment. Dinner. Visiting. She really didn’t think that was a good idea.
“What about Cristof?” she asked, thinking he could actually be her savior. He definitely didn’t like her.
“Huh? What does Cristof have to do with dinner?” Ema said. But before Ella could say anything, she added: “Besides, he’s off at a dance conference all weekend.”
“Um, don’t you need to be with him at a dance conference?” Ella asked, confused.
“We’re not joined at the hip. Anyway, he’s leading a men’s class, so I’d just be in the way. So how about it? Dinner? Come on, El. Please? Pretty please?”
Ella desperately wanted to say no. She needed time to think about Ema, time to think about what their relationship could become, or couldn’t become. It was too fast, she was so unsure of everything, she couldn’t throw herself and her fragile emotions back into playing with fire again. Not yet. And Ema was playing with fire. She always was.
“Pretty, pretty please with a cherry on top?” Ema’s voice said over the line.
And yet she’d never been able to say no to her. The word slipped out past her defences before she could stop it.
“Sure.”



Chapter Six
“A private call?” asked her mother when Ella went back into the kitchen.
“Just a friend.”
Her mother looked over her glasses, but didn’t question her more. There was a long silence whilst each of them sorted out the napkins. Ella knew that accepting Ema’s dinner invitation was a bad idea. Bad because she was confused, bad because she wasn’t sure what she wanted to achieve here. Renewing their friendship would be nice but... idealistic. They couldn’t go back, couldn’t undo all the things that had already been done. She needed to cool things down with Ema. Maybe even stop seeing her completely. That seemed like the best plan. Except she didn’t want to hurt her. Oh, and she still needed her dancing help. Ella sighed louder than she’d intended, and her mother finally spoke again.
“I do worry about you, Ella.”
Ella looked up in surprise. “Me? Why? I’d think that Taylor is much more deserving of your worry than me.”
“I worry about both of you, of course,” said her mother, eyes still glued to the napkin pile. “But in different ways, I suppose. Taylor has her issues. She’s ambitious, overly so sometimes, she wants perfection, when perfection doesn’t exist. She still thinks that tantrums get her her own way. And sadly, they generally do. But underneath it all, she’s afraid. Afraid of failing, afraid of disappointing people and herself. She’s also generous, loving, and faithful.”
“I suppose,” Ella said.
She wasn’t always willing to see her sister in the best light. Taylor had been a constant annoyance in her life, they were just so different that there had never been any chance that they’d be friends. Not that she was a bad person, far from it. Her mother was right, Taylor had some excellent qualities. It’s just that those were the qualities that Ella didn’t see all that often.
“You’re different though,” her mother continued. “And that’s fine. Good. Taylor is hell bent on finding her happiness, no matter the cost. You, on the other hand, seem hell bent on denying yourself happiness.”
“And just what exactly is that supposed to mean?” asked Ella, defensive now.
“Exactly what I said,” her mother said, calmly. “You seem afraid of being happy, when things get serious you run. You over-analyze, look for problems where none exist. You’re never willing to go along just for the ride, you always need a plan. Even when you were small you’d never get into your car seat unless I told you exactly where we were going and what we were going to do there.”
“That’s not true,” Ella said, putting her napkins down. “What about Anna? She left me, not the other way around. I didn’t run away.”
Her mother put down her own napkins. “It’s a difficult question, and I can understand if you don’t want to answer it, or feel that you can’t, but why did Anna leave?”
Ella took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. “Her letter said that she needed space. That she needed to, I don’t know, find herself, I guess was the message that I got.”
“I’m your mother, and that’s why I’m about to say what I’m going to say because I think it’s for your own good. From the way the two of your interacted, from what I saw of you, I got the feeling that Anna was always fitting into your plans. You decided what was going to happen, and she fell into line with that. I’m not saying you were to blame for her leaving, I’m saying that I can understand why she might have wanted something of herself, her own plans. You don’t trust people, Ella, that’s your problem. You need to be in control all the time because you don’t trust anyone else with that power.”
Ella bit her lip and blinked back tears.
“That’s hurtful to hear, my love. And I’m sorry I said it, but it needed to be said. You have to understand that happiness happens. You can’t force it or plan it or find it, it just is. You have to trust your partner, believe in them. And you deserve to be happy, and so does whoever is lucky enough to fall in love with you. You have to be two halves of the same whole. And when that happiness does happen, you can’t analyze it or bottle it, you can just accept it. Make no mistake, happiness is as terrifying as it is wonderful, so you have to be brave enough to accept it as your due.”
Ella shook her head. “Ma, I don’t know where this conversation is going. Let’s stop now.”
“As you wish,” her mother said, and picked up her napkins again.
Ella went back to the napkins. She didn’t know what her mother was talking about. Of course she wanted to be happy. Thinking that she didn’t was ridiculous.
✽✽✽
 
Benji101>> You can lack ambition.
CinderElla>> What are you talking about?
Benji101>> Just what I said. You’re very talented, far more talented than your work here gives you scope for. I’m not complaining, I love what you do for us. But I spend every day wondering why the hell you’re working for a magazine and not striking out on your own is all.
Ella blew out a breath of air. She’d spent a long time mulling over what her mother had said, and in the end after a near sleepless night had spilled the whole conversation to Benji. She’d kind of expected a little support, but now he was all over her too.
CinderElla>> Are you firing me?!
Benji101>> No! I’m just saying that maybe you get comfortable in a place and then you don’t want to leave it, even if something better might be out there. I can see that in your work life, and possibly it applies to your personal life too.
CinderElla>> Not exactly the supportive pep talk that I was looking for.
Benji101>> Just calling it how I see it. You asked what I thought. You okay? Want to grab a drink or something?
She was about to type yes, about to set a place and a time when she remembered. How could she have forgotten? No, she hadn’t exactly forgotten. Ema’s invitation had been lurking at the back of her mind. But she’d been busy over-analyzing her mother’s comments. On the plus side, it hadn’t given her much time to think about Ema. Except, again, Ema was always lurking there in the back of her mind.
CinderElla>> Can’t, having dinner with an old friend. Thanks though.
Benji101>> Mad with me?
Ella laughed.
CinderElla>> A little. But I’ll get over it. Especially if you buy those cute little chocolates the next time I come in for a meeting.
Benji101>> Deal.
She shut down her screen. If she was going to do this, she needed to get ready. And she was going to do it. She’d had time to think about Ema, about the situation. She was going to go to dinner, they were going to catch up, she was going to have dance classes, but she was absolutely going to keep her distance. She was going to keep things cool. Yes, she’d love her best friend back, but that best friend came with a whole lot of other baggage that she wasn’t prepared to deal with. That’s just how it was. So she was going to do the sensible thing and put up barriers.
Not that she didn’t want to be happy, she thought, as she dragged clothes out of her closet. She very much did. When she was ready she would start dating again. She’d open a Tinder profile or something, get herself out there. When she was ready. Which wasn’t now.
She stared down at the pile of clothes she’d collected. Five different pairs of jeans, and about a dozen t-shirts. She was nothing if not predictable. Sighing, she picked out the cleanest of the jeans and the least wrinkled of the t-shirts. It’s not like there was anything to dress up for. Dinner at a friend’s house, that’s all this was.
✽✽✽
 
“Let me guess,” Ella said when the white front door opened. “You didn’t think I’d come.”
Ema laughed. “Well... No, I’m kidding. It’s just dinner, why wouldn’t you come?”
“Maybe because I remembered just how terrible a cook you are,” said Ella, stepping inside the apartment.
“Lucky for you, I’ve improved,” Ema said, heading back into the kitchen.
The smell of spices filled Ella’s nose and made her mouth water. Whatever Ema was preparing definitely smelled good. She looked around. The apartment wasn’t much bigger than her own. But it was light and open, the walls painted white, the furniture light wood and fragile looking. On the walls were prints of dancers, Ella recognized a Degas that she’d seen in Paris. She followed Ema through to the kitchen.
“Something I can do?”
“Yes, pour me a large drink,” Ema said.
She was leaning over a pot, tendrils of hair curling in the sweat on her forehead and neck. Her cheeks were flushed and Ella couldn’t help but think how beautiful she looked. Then Ema looked up again, her blue eyes twinkling.
“A very large drink.”
Ella grinned back. A wine bottle was sitting on the counter and without thinking she opened a drawer and grabbed a corkscrew. Only when it was in her hand did she realize that she shouldn’t have known where it was. Except she did, but it was in exactly the place she herself would have put it. Shaken a little, she opened the wine and poured most of it into two glasses.
“Large enough?” she asked, handing Ema a glass that was filled almost to the brim.
“Nearly,” she said, laughing.
They worked in the kitchen together, laughing and joking like no time had passed at all. When Ella had time to think about it, she knew that she felt at home here. There was none of the discomfort of being in a stranger’s house. Ema wasn’t a stranger. Inevitably, their hands brushed as they worked, or there was a fleeting touch as one moved past the other. And with dismay Ella felt her skin heat up every time Ema made contact with her. But as she drank her way down her glass of wine, she could almost stop caring.
“And we’re done,” Ema said, finally ladling food onto plates.
As Ella reached for a plate, Ema reached to hand the plate to her. For a second, Ella’s hand was on top of Ema’s. Ella froze. Ema was watching her with questioning eyes, then she withdrew her hand.
“Elephant in the room,” she said.
Ella frowned, she’d almost forgotten about the elephant in the room clause. They’d used it long ago, said it when something was obviously awkward, allowing the subject to be mentioned, to be talked about.
“Yeah,” she said, withdrawing her own hand.
Ema turned so that they were facing each other.
“Want to talk about it?”
Ella’s heart started beating faster, she picked up both plates and turned away, walking with them to the table, putting them down. Ema followed her.
“Okay, you don’t have to talk,” Ema said, as Ella sat down. “I’ll talk.”
She took her own seat and placed a wine glass in front of Ella.
“We have a past. We were lovers, or almost lovers. You’re a beautiful woman, Ella. But I didn’t contact you to pick up where we left off. I wanted my friend back. That’s all. There’s no hidden motives here, no strings attached. I just want to be clear on that.”
Ella took a slug of wine. It was what she wanted to hear. Or at least she thought it was. She nodded.
“I know that we might never have again what we had before. But I’d like to try. So I don’t want you to feel awkward around me,” Ema said.
Of course she didn’t, Ella thought. She had Cristof. To be fair though, it wasn’t like Ella wanted anything either. She wasn’t ready for anything, and even when she was, it wouldn’t be with Ema. She firmed her shoulders up, sat a little straighter.
“Absolutely,” she said. “You’re right. This is a little... strange.”
“It’s strange for me too,” Ema said, laughing. “But strange doesn’t mean bad.”
“You’re right,” said Ella. “This is just going to take some getting used to is all.”
“Then we’ll just have to get used to it,”said Ema. “Now, are you going to eat, or am I going to have to microwave this curry?”
“Is it safe to eat?” Ella looked down at her plate. It certainly both looked and smelled delicious, but she’d experienced Ema’s cooking before.
“Probably,” teased Ema. “No, definitely. I took cooking classes and everything, I swear you’re not going to get poisoned.”
Ella picked up her fork.
“Hold on,” said Ema.
She picked up her wine glass and held it out.
“To friendship,” she said.
The light caught the delicate hairs on the side of her wrist. Ella remembered how soft the skin was there, how smooth. Warmth began pooling in her stomach, her pulse quickened a little. She took a deep breath and quashed the feelings back down again.
“To friendship,” she echoed.
But her voice was a lot less sure than it should have been.



Chapter Seven
“And then I did a flying leap and the tights just split completely!” Ema said.
Ella was screaming with laughter, wiping tears from her eyes.
“In front of how many people exactly?”
“Lucky for me it was off-Broadway. So there were only about three people in the audience,” Ema said, with a grin.
Ella sucked down the rest of her wine, and laid her head back against the couch. Ema was close, closer than was probably wise, but it was a comfort to have her there. There was an intimacy in friendship that she’d missed.
“Too much wine,” she mumbled.
Ema sighed. Her phone pinged and she picked it up off the coffee table. She gave a soft growl when she saw who the message was from.
“Cristof,” she said, in answer to Ella’s questioning glance.
She wanted to ask. Wanted to know what exactly Ema saw in him, but she wasn’t quite drunk enough to do so. Instead, she sat up.
“I should be going, it’s getting late.”
Ema looked as though she was about to say something, then didn’t. Instead, she nodded.
“It’s been a nice evening,” she said. “We should do it again.”
No, Ella thought. She’d said that she was going to cool things down. And that didn’t mean another drunken dinner. But still, she didn’t want to hurt Ema, so she said nothing, simply smiled and stood up.
“Your cooking has definitely improved,” she said, picking up the light sweater she’d left on the back of the couch and pulling it on.
“Told you. Come on, I’ll walk you to the door.”
Ema pulled herself up off the couch with the greatest of effort, and they both stumbled down the hallway. Really, there’d been too much wine. Opening the second bottle had not been smart. Ema stopped in front of the door.
“Thank you,” she said.
She stepped forward, and Ella did too. For a second they were face to face. A split second. Ella could see the light gleaming in Ema’s eyes, could see the soft pinkness of her lips. And she could feel the beating of her own heart, the rushing of her pulse. Ema’s face neared hers and just for a moment she let it happen. Just for a moment her defences slipped and she prepared herself to kiss and be kissed. Then Ema’s phone pinged again in the living room. At the last second, Ella turned her head aside, letting Ema’s lips brush against her cheek even as her hand reached to open the door.
“Thanks,” she said again.
“No, thank you,” said Ema, leaning against the doorframe. “I’ll call you about your next class.”
And then she was out into the cool night air, walking as steadily as she could along the pavement, letting the breeze blow the drunkenness out of her.
The night was quiet, and though she’d planned on getting a cab, she decided instead to walk. The steady rhythm of her footsteps on the pavement was calming, the noise helped her think. She had an unsettled feeling, a strange feeling, and she tried to break down the situation, to analyze it.
Ema provoked a reaction in her, a physical reaction. That was understandable. It was also impossible. Ema had Cristof, and Ella was in no position to start a relationship. Even if she were, Ema would be a bad choice. Sure, things hadn’t ended quite as badly as she’d thought, but still, the pain of prom night was still there.
They had fun, she could admit that much. She liked Ema’s company. It was easy to fall back into the laid back relationship they’d always had. And she had a feeling that the friendship would fill a hole in her life, make her feel more complete. That was a definite plus.
But could they have only a friendship? The feelings that were growing, the sensations she felt when she touched Ema, when they talked, were strong and true and completely inappropriate.
She grumbled quietly to herself as she realized that she was analyzing everything too much, just as her mother accused her of. Not only that, but if she was completely honest, she wanted a plan, wanted to know where all this was going, if it was worth it, how it could end. Which again, was exactly what her mother had accused her of.
“Damn it.”
If her mother was right about all that, then maybe, possibly, she could be right about other things too. Maybe Ella should just go along for the ride, see what happened, not plan anything, not analyze anything. Could that even work?
She half tripped over the edge of the pavement as she crossed the street. This was all too much for a drunken mind. They’d almost kissed. She’d felt it, known it was going to happen, known it was wrong, but hadn’t cared. Then that damn phone had beeped, obviously Cristof again, and she’d pulled back, afraid. Afraid because it was something wrong.
“Keep your distance,” she mumbled.
But the thought of going along for the ride seemed far more appealing.
✽✽✽
 
“It’s two weeks to my wedding!” wailed Taylor.
Ella raised an eyebrow at her mother, who gave her a warning glare in return.
“And we’ll get this fixed,” her mother said, soothingly. “I promise.”
With a sigh, Ella looked down at the dress she was wearing. Purple. It was definitely purple. Her sister could call it lilac as much as she wanted, but it was purple. And apparently, the color was perfect, but the dress was terrible.
“It’s awful,” Taylor said, tears spilling down her cheeks, confirming what Ella had already heard half a dozen times.
She turned back to the mirror. It was awful. But... but there was a glimpse of something there. A shape, a form, something that reminded Ella of a picture she’d once seen. Without saying a word to her mother or sister, she slid the dress down and pulled a pair of scissors from the dresser. She started cutting without really thinking, hearing her sister scream behind her.
“Give me a second,” she said.
“Ella...” her mother said.
“Just a second, I got this, ma. Grab me some pins, will you?”
She snipped the skirt, then cut into the sleeves, the form in her mind slowly becoming reality as she did so. Her mother rattled a pin box in front of her, and she pulled out a handful, some spilling to the floor. Then, satisfied with the rough draft, she pulled the dress back on again.
Now the skirt was tight, almost a pencil skirt. And the sleeves were off the shoulder, just a band of material across the upper arm. She nodded at her reflection. Taylor’s yelling stopped.
“That’s it,” said her sister. “That’s it.”
“We can send all the dresses back to the dressmaker to have them cut like this one,” said her mother.
Taylor turned to Ella, her eyes wide in the mirror’s reflection. “How did you know how to do that?” she asked in wonder.
Ella grinned. “I’m the artistic one, remember?”
“There’s a phrase I haven’t heard in a long time,” said her mother, picking pins up off the floor.
Ella said nothing, simply slid the dress off again and handed it to her sister.
“Does that count as a wedding present?” she asked.
Taylor took the dress but didn’t answer.
“You’re... different,” she said, instead, looking at her sister.
Ella looked away. “No I’m not.”
“Yes,” she said. “You are. You’re more... decisive, maybe. Impulsive.”
“Am not.”
“Yes.”
“Girls,” said their mother, standing upright again. “Quit it.”
Ella started putting her own clothes back on again. Taylor was full of shit, she always was. But she did feel a little different. Sort of like she was slowly waking up. Her first thought that morning hadn’t been to turn over and be shocked that Anna wasn’t there. It hadn’t been sadness. She’d had pain, sure, but that was a headache from the wine the night before, nothing more. Maybe she was finally coming to terms with what had happened.
Maybe, said a little voice in her head, it was because of Ema. Maybe it was just having a friend again. Or maybe it was more.
“Okay, Taylor, you get these bridesmaid dresses back to the dressmaker. Ella, you’re free to go.”
“Thanks mom,” Ella said.
She finished dressing and slowly made her way downstairs, picking up a cookie on her way out to her car.
There was always work to be done. She had three long form stories waiting for lay out on her computer, so the first thing she did when she got home was flick her screens on.
Benji101>> Long time, no see.
She ignored the message and went to the kitchen to make herself a sandwich before sitting down at her computer. Only then did she reply.
CinderElla>> Can exes be friends?
Benji101>> Anna?
CinderElla>> No. Just another hypothetical. Do you think exes can be friends?
There was a pause as he typed and Ella took a bite of her sandwich. Cheese and mustard, plain but filling.
Benji101>> Depends. If that’s the only thing both people want, yes, I think so. If one or both of them want more, then probably not. How messy was the break up?
How truthful to be? She thought for a second, then typed:
CinderElla>> Heartbreaking. But based on a misunderstanding.
Benji101>> Hmm. I guess my answer would be yes then. As long as you both want to be friends, then why not? Give it a shot and see what happens. If it doesn’t work out, you haven’t exactly lost anything.
CinderElla>> You’re a fount of wisdom.
Benji101>> Tell me about it. Be careful though, Ella, please.
CinderElla>> What do you mean?
Benji101>> You’re fragile right now. You’re coming out of a long relationship. Just be careful not to get hurt. Don’t expect too much.
She left the message on her screen. She wasn’t expecting anything. Or she didn’t think that she was. Ema was attractive, that was undeniable. She found her attractive, the physical reaction she had to her was equally undeniable. But that didn’t mean she was falling in love with her or anything as foolish as that.
She jumped as her phone began to ring. Hurriedly, she picked up papers and patted her pockets until she found it sitting on the kitchen counter. Just looking at the caller name made her heart beat faster.
“Hey.”
“Hey, how you feeling today?”
“Might have overdosed a little on wine, but I’m doing okay.”
There was a pause and Ella wondered what was supposed to happen next. It seemed like more than a coincidence that Ema had called just when she was thinking about her. Then Ema cleared her throat.
“I, er, I just wanted to tell you that I’ve got a free spot on Wednesday, if you want to take it? Two o’clock?”
Obviously. The dance class. Right.
“Yeah, yeah, that’s fine.”
“Perfect. Okay, I’ll pencil you in for then.”
Ella hung up, wondering why her mouth was so dry. Just a physical reaction, that was all. She went back to her computer.
CinderElla>> What if one of the exes might want more than friendship?
She typed before she thought the question through, and then it was already there on screen and Benji was already typing back.
Benji101>> That sounds like trouble. What about the other ex?
Well, she’d already been honest, she might as well continue.
CinderElla>> The other ex is in a relationship. But is sending mixed messages. Maybe.
There was a long pause, unusual for Benji. Then his message popped up.
Benji101>> Do you really need me to tell you what you need to do?
Ella sighed.
CinderElla>> No. Not really. I was just hoping you’d have a different conclusion from mine is all.
Benji101>> :-(
Ella opened up her work files but found them far from distracting. She couldn’t work, couldn’t focus. She needed something to take her mind off Ema. It was just like any other crush, she told herself. Ride it out, the feelings will go away. The feelings. She admitted there were feelings. Strong ones. But she’d had hundreds of crushes, many of them on straight girls who were absolutely unattainable. Those feelings had always subsided with time. These would be no different.
She stood up and stretched. Maybe she should do some yoga, that always calmed her mind. But when she opened up the hallway cupboard to get her yoga mat, she found something else and changed her mind.
With the blind drawn all the way up, the living room window gave just enough light. She opened the first of the boxes, pulling out the album, gently turning back the tissue paper that covered the pages. Then the next box, and the next. She found box after box of negatives, of pictures, black and white, colored, hundreds of photos sliding against each other. She hadn’t opened the boxes for years. Her mother had packed them up, and they’d moved with her to place after place, always unopened. And the idea came to her as the lights started to fade.
She found a canvas in the cupboard, an easel, remnant of long ago painting classes that had been a requirement of her major. And most importantly, she found scissors in the kitchen. Hesitantly at first, she began to cut. And then her mind disappeared into a quiet flowing river, the task of color matching, of gradients, of form occupying her and calming her.
At some point she turned on all the lights, taking lamps from the bedroom and her desk and plugging them in so that they shone directly onto her work.
The glue was sticky, its chemical fragrance taking her back years. It began to give her a headache again, but she barely noticed. Her fingers were sticky, her back ached, but the collage was forming in front of her eyes and she couldn’t stop now, couldn’t leave it unformed. Outside night crept in, the sky darkening to full black as she worked. Her phone rang and she ignored it. Her stomach grumbled and she neither felt nor heard it. She worked long into the night, not putting her scissors down until she was finished.
And then she shed her clothes and walked to the bathroom, getting into the shower and letting the cool water flow over her skin. She stayed until she felt clean, until her skin was squeaky and her fingertips beginning to prune. She was exhausted in a way that only creating made her. Her shoulder muscles ached, her eyes burned, her fingers cramped. And when the water began to run cold she got out, dried herself, pulled on a robe, and stepped back out into the living room.
The canvas was bold. It was like nothing she had ever created before. She stared at it in wonder, not knowing where the image had come from, how she had formed it. Hundreds of faces blended together, unidentifiable at this distance, each making no more than a splash of color, or a fraction of a line. But as a whole, the effect was striking. Because those hundreds of faces all blended together to make just one. From the easel, Ema’s perfect face stared back at her.



Chapter Eight
Ella’s head was telling her no. Bent on self-preservation, her brain was yelling at her to throw herself away from the danger, to protect herself. But her heart was beating wildly as she drew her car into the parking lot of the strip mall.
“You need the classes,” she told herself. “It’s logical that you’re here. There’s nothing to worry about.”
Except there was. It was becoming more and more clear that her feelings for Ema hadn’t diminished in the slightest. She could well remember those first heart-pounding months when she’d realized that she had feelings for her friend. The awkward glances, the brief touches, the fear that Ema would turn her away. And this felt exactly the same.
“Just go to the class, learn what you need to learn and get the hell out,” she said to the windshield.
Which was exactly what she planned to do. Something was stirring inside her, she’d realized that the moment she’d seen the collage she’d created. Something was changing. Maybe it was time to throw caution to the wind. Maybe it was time to... She didn’t know exactly what. Go back to art school maybe, start work on some shoots for a show. She didn’t have an exact plan yet, but she could taste the change in the air. She was here for the wedding, but maybe after that she would start making new plans. She hadn’t discussed things with Benji yet, but she had the feeling that if she wanted a change, he wouldn’t stand in her way.
Leaving Oakview would be... hard. But not impossible. She’d already asked her mother about Monique, who apparently was still living happily in France. That was one possibility. She could work from anywhere, technically, so what was stopping her moving to Paris for a year or two? Soaking in the culture, the art, working on her own pictures? She’d always preferred European cityscapes, Paris could be a perfect choice.
“Jesus.”
Sweat was rolling down her back. She really needed to get the air-con fixed. She opened the door and the blast of fiery air that entered the car didn’t exactly make things better. Gathering up her bag she closed up the car and made a run for the shaded walkway.
“Welcome to Elite Dance Studio,” Cristof’s voice said.
He didn’t even look up from the computer screen as Ella let the door bang closed behind her.
“How can I help you?” He finally looked up. “Oh, it is you.” A crease of a frown descended over his face.
“Yes,” said Ella. “It’s me. Is Ema ready?”
“She’s over there,” he said, waving his hand in the vague direction of the changing room and turning back to his screen.
Wow, he really doesn’t like me in the slightest, Ella thought. Then she wondered if he could sense the hint of competition, if that was what was turning him off. She was thinking this as she pushed through the changing room door, not considering particularly what she was doing.
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!”
“Jesus, what– El, it’s you, it’s fine, don’t worry about it.”
Ella’s hand was scrabbling for the door handle behind her, but Ema had already turned, showing the pale skin of her back, the smooth sweep of her spine, the angles of her shoulder blades. Yet Ella could still see the faint memory of pink-tipped breasts, the curve as they met her torso, and her mouth turned dry.
“I’ll just be one second,” Ema said, pulling up a leotard and slipping her arms inside before turning around.
“I’m so sorry,” Ella sputtered again.
Ema turned back. “Oh, look at you, your cheeks are all pink,” she laughed. “Don’t be such a prude. Besides, that’s far from the first time you’ve seen me naked. It was an accident, El. Or was it?”
“I– I– but of course, yes, it was an accident, how could you...?”
Ema giggled again. “El, I’m teasing. Seriously, loosen up. Are you ready?”
Dumbly, Ella nodded.
“Come on then.”
Ema led her back out of the changing room, and Ella, blood still throbbing in her veins, face still scarlet, followed. What the hell had she just done? Walking into a changing room without knocking. How stupid could she be? And judging from the smirk on Cristof’s face he’d heard the entire thing. Fantastic. She held her head up and ignored him, following Ema through the door to the studio itself.
“Alright,” Ema said. “Let’s see how much you remember from last time. Show me the steps.”
She was talking like nothing had happened, like she didn’t even care that a few seconds ago she’d been naked. But then Ema was always less than concerned with who saw her body. Late one night they’d both gone with a group of people skinny dipping in the pond on the Oakview Nature Reserve. Sneaking through the trees, undressing with embarrassed giggles, jumping into the water to hide their bodies. All except Ema. She’d run a circuit of the pond naked on a dare, a feat that Ella could hardly believe except she’d seen it with her own eyes.
“Just dance?” she said. “Here? Now?”
“Well, that is what you’re here for,” Ema said. “Just show me the basic box step.”
Feeling foolish, Ella performed the simple three step movement, then stopped.
“Perfect,” grinned Ema. “Right, I’m going to get the music going. We’ll have a quick practice dance to make sure you haven’t forgotten anything important like how to turn before you smack into a wall, then we’ll add in a few little twirls and fancy bits. How does that sound?”
“Uh, good, I guess,” Ella said.
The music began, and Ema walked across the floor. Before Ella could prepare herself, she was in Ema’s arms and they were so close that she could smell her sandalwood and citrus scent, could feel the warmth emanating from her. They began to move and it was all Ella could do to stand on her feet. As Ema’s body pushed towards her, forcing her to move back, there was the briefest moment of contact and a flood of heat went through Ella. It pooled in her stomach and worked its way downwards until her cheeks were no longer flushed with embarrassment but with something else.
“Keep counting,” Ema said.
But Ella wasn’t listening. She was trying desperately not to think of Ema’s body, not to imagine the soft touch of her skin, the way her waist curved into her hips, the way she’d purr with happiness when touched. Ella’s breath was coming faster, her pulse was starting to race, and Ema swept her around the dance floor faster and faster.
“That’s it,” said Ema.
And her voice carried a hint of breathiness that reminded Ella of other times, other places, and she had to stifle a groan as Ema’s hips made contact with her own. The hand on her waist dipped just a little lower until it was caressing her hip bone, Ella felt herself melt inside. She glanced up, seeing a faint touch of pink on Ema’s cheeks, seeing her eyes sparkling just a little. Surely she was reading too much into this. It was just the strenuousness of the exercise, nothing more. But Ema’s lips were slightly parted and her face was so close and Ella’s body was beginning to burn with wanting.
The music stopped, and so too did Ema. They stood together, faces millimetres apart, breath coming fast, electricity tingling between them and Ella felt a magnetic force drawing her closer and closer until...
“I think you’re ready,” Ema said, stepping back.
“Ready?” asked Ella, her voice trembling.
“For the wedding. I mean, you should be just fine. You only need the basics. I think you’ll do great.”
“Seriously?”
Ella spun around. Cristof was standing against the wall, his arms folded, a sneer on his face.
“Seriously?” he said again. “She dances like a child. She will do nothing but defile the name of our studio if you let her out onto a floor in public.”
“Cristof,” Ema said, warningly. “Let it go.” She turned to Ella. “He’s just a perfectionist is all.”
“Very well,” said Cristof. “If she is so ready, then let us see how well she dances with a new partner. With a man. Come.”
He was striding towards the center of the floor, his footsteps harsh and Ella wanted to run from him. She didn’t want to dance with him, but Ema was already nodding.
“It’s not a bad idea,” Ema said to her. “You’ll be dancing with someone you haven’t danced with before at the wedding, it’s a good idea to practice that now so that it doesn’t throw you off later.”
And then she was hurrying over to the music center, pressing buttons and Cristof was close enough that she could smell his cologne. The music began and before she could stop him he was grasping her, his hand so tight on hers that it hurt.
“Come now,” he said, voice silky now. “Dance with me.”
He began pushing her around the floor, so fast that she forgot the steps she was supposed to do. His hand gripped hers tightly, making her fingers tingle, and his other hand pinched at her waist.
“It’s a simple three step,” he growled. “Can’t you even do that?”
She summoned up all her will, she wanted to slap him, to kick him away from her, but she had a feeling that was what he wanted. He wanted to embarrass her in front of Ema, wanted to prove to his girlfriend that he was better, and she was damned if she was going to let that happen. Her feet started to move, she was counting in her head. Screw him, she could do this. Her steps fell into place, and suddenly she was dancing with him, rather than just being dragged across the floor.
He sped up, whirling her around until she everything around her was a blur except for his face, his cold dark eyes boring into hers. He sent her off into twirls, pulling her back in with a yank of her arm that made her shoulder burn. Faster and faster they spun, her mind no longer counting, she could no longer keep track of the numbers, her feet moving automatically. And she thought she could no longer do this, was on the point of pushing him away from her, when the music stopped. With one swift movement, he bent her over backwards.
Ella’s spine screamed in agony, her hair brushed the floor, she wanted to yell out. And then he pulled her back up, releasing her sharply. White fingerprints stayed on her flesh, her wrists, ankles and knees sore. She was breathing hard, sharply as though the breath were being pulled from her.
“Asshole.”
“I’m sorry?” Cristof said, eyes still cold.
“Asshole,” she repeated, rubbing at the rawness where he’d grabbed her wrist. “You did that deliberately.”
“I did what deliberately? Danced like an angel? No, that I do always. If you could not keep up, that was your problem.”
“El, what is it?”
Ema was coming over now, frowning. She obviously hadn’t seen what was going on. From her viewpoint the dance had looked just fine. A little harsh for a beginner perhaps, but by no means violent. Ella quickly hid her wrist from view. Cristof was an asshole, but Ema obviously saw something in him that she didn’t, and she couldn’t bear to be responsible for an argument between them, or worse.
“Nothing, nothing,” Ella said, quickly. “You’re right though. I think I’m really ready for this. Which is just as well, since the wedding is in a couple of weeks. I guess I should thank you for all your help.”
“Not a problem,” Ema said, grinning. “I’ll call you. Maybe we could go catch a movie or something?”
“Sure, sure,” Ella said.
She just wanted to get the hell out of there. She turned and walked as quickly as she could towards the door. But she could hear footsteps following her and she knew it was Cristof. And she knew right there that he’d seen her dance with Ema, that he’d sensed what was between them, and that he hated her for it. That didn’t excuse him hurting her though. She burst through the doors to the reception area, preparing herself to round on him, to tell him exactly what she thought of him. But as she stepped into reception she saw a familiar profile that pulled her up short.
“Mom?”
Her mother turned in surprise, smiling with delight.
“Ella, I wasn’t expecting you to be here.”
“Uh, you know I’m taking dance classes here. What are you doing here?”
“Well, I thought since the studio could squeeze you in at short notice, maybe they could do the same for your father and I. We could use a refresher class before the wedding, and since I happened to be passing...”
“Of course,” Cristof said, stepping around Ella and coming to the desk. “We’d be happy to accommodate you, Mrs. er...”
“Langdon,” said Ella’s mother.
And Ella couldn’t stand and watch her mother talk to the slimy, disgusting, asshole that was Cristof. She couldn’t stand to be in the same room with him any longer.
“Mom, I gotta run. I’ll leave you to register.”
“Sure honey,” said her mother. “But don’t forget you need to drop by later, we’re finalizing the menu.”
“Absolutely,” Ella said, and she was already half way out the door.
She walked in the sticky heat and didn’t even pause until she was inside the sauna of her car. She’d had enough. Life was complicated enough without adding more complications. Cristof was an asshole and she never wanted to see him again. And Ema was... Attractive. So attractive it took her breath away. And when she thought of their dancing, how close they had come, how close she had come to throwing caution to the wind and simply kissing her, the force that had tried to pull her in before Ema had stepped away, she shook with anxiety. She couldn’t be friends with Ema. Just couldn’t. She’d always want more, always think of her lips, her skin, her touch. And that wasn’t fair on anyone.
She took a deep breath, pulled on her seatbelt, and started the car. This all stopped now. Ema had her business, she had Cristof, she had a beautiful apartment and a great life. Ella wasn’t going to mess that up. She’d screwed up enough times in this relationship, caused enough hurt. She was stepping out. There was no reason to see Ema again. She’d ignore her calls and texts for a while until Ema realized what was happening and stopped calling. It might be painful in the short term, but in the long term it would be far better for both of them.
Ella reversed out of her parking space. Yes. That was the best plan. And after the wedding she’d go, to Paris, wherever, it didn’t matter. She’d go somewhere else and start all over again, and never, ever see Ema again.



Chapter Nine
“Shots!”
The sound of seven women screaming the word as a tray of flaming shots was slid onto the table was enough to make Ella cringe with embarrassment. She felt as though the entire bar was watching her. A drink was pushed in her direction. She raised her glass along with the others, feeling the heat of sparks on her wrist.
“To friends!” slurred Taylor.
Ella pulled her glass back and waited until everyone else tipped their heads back to drink before discretely pouring the liquor onto the already sticky floor. The last thing she needed was to get as drunk as everyone else. Taylor needed someone to look after her, after all.
She checked her watch. Only ten o’clock. The others were already gossiping and making jokes, most dirty and inappropriate. They were drunk. Very drunk. Quietly, Ella slid her stool back from the high table and hopped off. Bathroom  break time, if only because she needed a few minutes of quiet, a few minutes without the high pitched shriek of women crying out at every drink, every vaguely attractive man.
Of course Taylor had needed a bachelorette party. And of course Ella had had to go. She pushed through the throngs of people. And as much as Taylor generally wasn’t the party type, apparently she’d decided that the perfect bachelorette party had to involve the participants drinking themselves senseless. Ella just thanked God that Oakview didn’t have a male strip bar, or else she was sure that they’d be there instead of this sleazy college bar.
In the bathroom she splashed cold water over her face and leant back against the cool tile wall. She’d had a couple of drinks, ones that she couldn’t avoid, but she was nowhere near as trashed as Taylor and her friends. Which meant she needed to be the responsible one. She closed her eyes and wished she could go home to bed. It had been a long few days, what with work and ignoring Ema, the stress of her heartbeat every time the phone rang had kept her on edge. But, as her mother reminded her, it was only one night, and, hopefully, the only bachelorette party her sister was ever going to need.
Knowing that her presence would be missed by her eagle-eyed sister, Ella pushed herself back up from the wall. She washed her hands before heading back out. Pushing through the crowd she could hear her sister’s voice yelling for more drinks, and she groaned.
“Tell me that’s not Taylor I can hear,” said a voice far too close to her ear.
She turned and her heart rose and sank at the same time. Ema.
“What are you doing here?”
An elegantly styled eyebrow rose. “Getting an after work drink,” she said. “Since this is the closest bar to the studio. Though I’ll admit I didn’t know it was going to be party central in here. Usually this place is quiet during summer break, once the students have all gone home. Should I not be here?”
No, Ella thought, you really shouldn’t be. But Ema was already clutching her elbow and pulling her along.
“Where are you taking me?”
“For a drink, come on,” Ema said, pulling her towards the bar.
“I can’t, I’m with people, I’m with Taylor.”
Ema paused so that they could both look over at the bachelorette table where yet another tray of shots was being served to a round of whoops and yells.
“Looks like they’re doing okay all by themselves, at least for right now,” Ema said.
Ella’s stomach churned at the thought of the smell of the burning liquor shots, and less reluctantly she allowed herself to be pulled to the bar.
“Two beers,” Ema shouted over to the barman.
Two open bottles were quickly slid in front of them.
“So, are you going to tell me why you’re ignoring me?” Ema asked, conversationally.
Shit. This was not a conversation she’d been planning to have.
“It’s okay,” Ema said. “You don’t have to. In fact, you don’t have to even drink with me. I’m a big girl. You can go back to your sister if you want.”
Ella glanced over at Taylor who was sinking back another shot. Between a rock and a hard place, that was the phrase. Either stay here and have an uncomfortable conversation with Ema, or go and watch her sister make a fool of herself. What a choice.
“I’m sorry,” she said, eventually. “You’re right, I’ve been ignoring you.”
“Care to tell me why?”
She was cornered. But now that she was she wondered whether honesty might just be the best way of solving this. If she told the truth, perhaps Ema would understand, perhaps she’d leave her alone. Perhaps she’d realize that this re-connection was a bad idea, that the friendship just had too much baggage to carry now, that it couldn’t work. Ella took a drink, then a deep breath, then said:
“Because all this is too complicated.”
Ema raised her eyebrows. “Too complicated?”
“There’s too much there,” Ella said, aware that didn’t help explain things. Maybe she’d had a little more to drink than she’d thought.
“Okay, can we talk in real sentences, rather than riddles?”
Ella blew out a puff of air, then nodded.
“There’s too much history between us,” she said. “With what we used to have, what we used to be. And things have changed, I know that. We both have new lives.” She thought of Cristof, but didn’t want to even mention his name. “And being around you is too confusing.”
Ema looked down at the bar. “You don’t believe me about what happened at prom, do you?”
“I do!” Ella said, immediately. “But maybe that’s part of the problem. I feel guilty for ruining everything, for not having trust in you. And every time I see you I think about what we had and how I screwed it up.”
“You don’t have to,” said Ema. “I should have tried harder, I could have tried harder. But I didn’t, I gave up, because I had so little faith in you. I thought you could just change your mind about me in a snap and walk away from everything we had. And believe me, I feel just as guilty about that as you do.”
This wasn’t working out, it wasn’t explaining anything. Ella tried again.
“There’s more than that. There’s the memory of everything we had, there’s the way we used to be that invades everything about the way we are now. When we dance, when you’re close to me I feel...”
She trailed off, not quite ready to say the words, not wanting them to be real. Admitting that she still liked Ema wouldn’t help matters. The woman was in a relationship already, all Ella would do would be to add even more complications.
“You feel what?” asked Ema. She was still looking down at the bar.
“I feel–”
But she was saved by the sound of a huge crash. Both women immediately turned to the bachelorette table. Two of the women were fighting, one pulling at the other’s hair, whilst two others tried to hold them back. Taylor was noisily vomiting onto the floor, and the remainder of the group were whooping and hollering at the fight.
“Jesus Christ,” Ella said, banging her beer bottle down onto the bar.
“Come on,” said Ema, leaving her own beer behind.
✽✽✽
 
Ella and Ema half-carried, half-dragged Taylor up the stairs.
“Shh!” warned Ella as Ema started to giggle. “Don’t wake up mom and dad.”
“I feel like we’re sixteen again,” whispered Ema.
“Shh!” said Ella again.
Together they somehow managed to get Taylor up the rest of the stairs and into her bedroom. Ella ducked into her sister’s bathroom, grabbed a towel and the trashcan, and went back to where Ema was stripping off Taylor’s clothes. Once she was down to her underwear, they hauled the comforter out from under her and placed it over her instead, and Ella ran downstairs to get a large glass of water to put on the nightstand. But when she got back to Taylor’s room, Ema was gone. She put the water down and went to investigate, finding Ema in her own childhood bedroom.
“They didn’t change a thing, huh?” Ema said when Ella walked in.
Ella looked up at the posters on her walls, the swim trophies on the shelf, and the neatly made bed. Everything was exactly the same. They really could be sixteen again, sneaking in from a party. Sixteen, before anything had happened, before they had been anything more than friends. Before things had been complicated.
“Nope, not a thing,” she said, and she sank down onto the bed in exhaustion. “Man, Taylor is going to feel awful tomorrow.”
“We’ve all been there,” said Ema, sitting down beside her. “Remember that party we had at the end of junior year, the one out by the lake? I thought I was dying for about three days afterwards.”
Ella laughed. “Well, you did insist on playing beer pong with the guys.”
“So?”
“So? You suck at beer pong. As your hangover no doubt proved to you.”
“Yeah, you might have a point there.”
Ella flopped back onto the bed. Her arms ached from supporting Taylor, and her back felt like someone had walked all over it. There was a pause and then Ema too lay down, both of them staring at the ceiling.
“Brings back some memories being in here,” Ema said.
And Ella didn’t know how exactly she meant it. Good memories? Past memories? Memories of things that would never happen again? The word memories without some kind of qualifier with it told her nothing. And she didn’t know what she hoped Ema was thinking either. Hell, she didn’t know a thing right now except that she was tired and she really shouldn’t be here with Ema. Not alone, and definitely not on a bed.
“We spent a lot of nights here,” she said, non-committally.
“Yeah.”
The silence grew around them, blanketing them, making Ella feel warm and safe, the way she’d always felt with Ema.
“Do you ever think about what could have happened?” Ema said, sounding half asleep.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean what could have happened if we hadn’t both screwed prom up so badly?”
It was kind of her to say they were both to blame. Ella shook her head.
“No, not really. I guess we’d have, I don’t know, experimented, I suppose. Then gone off to our different schools. Grown apart over time, like most teenage couples do. Ended things eventually.”
“Maybe not,” countered Ema. “Maybe we’d have grown stronger by being apart. Maybe ours was a match made in heaven, maybe it could have been us getting married next week instead of Taylor and... who the hell is she marrying?”
“Doctor Dane,” said Ella. “Long story.” She paused, then said: “Do you really think that? That we wouldn’t have grown apart?”
She felt the mattress move as Ema shrugged. “Who knows?”
But she wanted to know. She propped her head up on one hand so that she was looking down on Ema, just like she’d always used to.
“Were you in love with me?” she asked.
Ema stared back at her, eyes blue and sleepy looking. And she nodded. “Yes. I was. Were you in love with me?”
Looking at her was too much. Ella lay back down again. She’d been so in love with Ema that it had hurt. So in love, and so young, that she hadn’t known any different. It was only as she got older, found new relationships, that she truly realized just how much in love she’d been. And losing Ema was the worst pain she’d ever felt, it was a like a whole world crumbling in on her. She’d been incomplete since that night.
“Yes,” she said, simply.
They went back to the quiet, but Ella could almost hear the tingling between them in the silence. The crackling of electricity, the humming of the force that she could feel pulling her towards Ema. She didn’t move though, didn’t, couldn’t.
“At the bar,” said Ema. “You were going to say something about how you feel when we dance. But you never finished your sentence. Would you like to finish it now?”
Ella sighed. Why? What was the point? Nothing could happen now. Ema was with Cristof. She was recovering from yet another heartbreak and in no position to start anything. Even talking about all this was pointless. So she said nothing, let the silence build back up again until it was heavy and all encompassing.
And now it was Ema’s turn to prop herself up, her turn to look into Ella’s eyes.
“You’ve never been one for taking risks,” Ema said. “Never one to be without a plan. I know you too well, El.”
“What are you talking about?”
Ema ignored the question. “Shall I tell you how I feel when we’re dancing?” she said, instead.
Ella didn’t respond, was held by Ema’s gaze, her eyes glittering now, hypnotized by the soft pinkness of her lips.
“I feel like there’s nobody else in the world. I feel like my heart beats so hard it’s going to explode out of my chest. I feel like I never want the music to stop, like I could live in that moment forever. Just you and me, touching, close, dancing until the end of time.”
Tears had begun to sparkle in the corners of her eyes and Ella couldn’t bear to see them. She reached up and used her thumb to brush them away before they could spill. This was all so wrong. She needed something to snap her out of the moment, to break the spell. But nothing came. Her hand lingered, cupping Ema’s face. There was no movement, she didn’t even breathe. There was nothing except right here, right now, silence closing in around them again. Nothing until slowly Ema’s head began to lower and slowly Ella’s hand brought her down, moving in perfect synchronicity. Nothing until their lips met, brushing gently against each other, and then the pressure increased and suddenly they were kissing, their tongues intertwining, Ella’s hands moving down to Ema’s back, Ema’s weight coming down onto Ella. And it was like coming home.



Chapter Ten
Soft lips fluttered over her own, the touch delicate and tickling. It was a sensation so familiar and yet so new, and Ella’s heart was racing. She arched her back, trying to get more contact, and Ema responded, lowering her weight down further as the kiss deepened. Blood pounded in her veins and her breath came faster. She tried desperately to stop herself. This was a bad idea. This was wrong. But the little sensible voice in the back of her head was getting drowned out by the sound of blood rushing through her body, by the desperate beating of her heart.
“Stop,” she groaned.
Immediately, Ema broke the kiss, lifting her head a mere millimetre so that her lips were hovering over Ella’s. She’d said stop, she’d listened to the barely audible sensible voice, but a rush of coldness shivered through her. She didn’t want to stop. She longed for the warmth of Ema, longed for the contact, breaking the kiss left her feeling like she was without oxygen, like she was struggling to breathe.
“Stop?” whispered Ema, hoarsely.
In response, Ella reached up and tangled her fingers in Ema’s long blonde hair. She should stop. Stopping would be the smart thing to do. Stopping would be the simple thing, the easy thing. So why was it so hard? For the first time in a long, long while Ella blocked out her sensible voice. For the first time in what felt like forever she wanted to be along for the ride. She had the same swimming dizziness as she’d felt whenever Ema had grabbed her hand and pulled her along to do something crazy. The same almost painful joyousness, the rush of adrenaline as when they’d shoplifted penny candies as children.
Ema’s hair pulled against her fingers, shiny and slippery with cleanness. Deep blue eyes looked down into her own, lemon scented breath glided over her skin. And she should stop, but she couldn’t, didn’t. Her hand strong and sure she pulled Ema back down to her, letting their lips meet, letting the warmth come back to her.
As Ema’s hands came to her waist, began stroking down the curves of her body, Ella’s heart sang out. It all felt so right, so perfect, just as it always should have been. She let out a moan as Ema’s tongue flickered out, meeting her own, tasting the private flavor of her. And then she moved, pulling Ema with her, rolling them both until they were lying, face to face, lips still connected.
Her hands were shaking with need as she pulled at Ema’s shirt, sliding it out from the waistband of her pants, fingers trembling as she slid them inside. Soft, soft skin, smooth and silken met her fingertips, causing her to gasp. Slowly, carefully, she began to run her hand across Ema’s torso, hearing her breathing deepen. A leg slipped between her thighs and even the brush of sensation across her was enough to bring moans to her lips.
Ema pulled her closer. “I need you,” she whispered.
Ella’s shaking hands gripped at Ema’s waist, forcing her ever closer. There was a hunger inside her, there was nothing else that she wanted, nothing else that she needed except to be right here, right now. The decision was made, and flushed with energy, she pulled at Ema’s shirt, yanking it upwards, baring her skin. With one hand she dragged her own t-shirt over her head, then pressed in close, letting their skin touch, letting warmth flood between them.
“I need you,” Ema whispered again.
And Ella’s breathing quickened further, she could feel the heat of blood in her cheeks, could feel swelling and dampening, could feel her body taking over. She didn’t need to say a word. The glinting of lust in Ema’s eyes was enough for her to know that she was understood. She rolled over again, perching herself on top of Ema’s body, astride her, thighs pushing against her waist as hands fumbled for the catch on Ema’s black, lace bra. Ema arched her back, giving easier access, and Ella pulled the garment away, revealing Ema’s breasts.
Rounded, curved, topped with pale pink nipples already hard with desire, the sight of Ema naked beneath her brought a new flood of arousal. And suddenly she understood what had been missing. Suddenly she was feeling a whole different level of sensations, things she’d never felt with someone else. Sex had always been good, but this, this was something new, like flying first class after a lifetime of economy. Every nerve in her body was tingling, every soft breath, every sigh, every fingertip touch was shooting arrows of desire through her.
“Take it off,” Ema said, her voice husky, her fingers scrabbling at Ella’s bra strap.
She pulled off the sports bra, feeling a rush of cool air on her skin, and bent, pressing herself against Ema. Her nipples hardened, rubbing against Ema’s, making her moan and forcing her heart rate even higher. No, it had never been like this before. There was no room in her head for logical thought, no space for anything other than the sensations of the body moving below her. Ema’s hands were already reaching for the button on her jeans, were already pulling at the material of her pants.
There was a desperation now. Ella’s hips began to move, rocking against Ema’s body, pressing the seam of her jeans into that soft sticky sweet spot inside her, forcing her breath to come in gasps. She lowered her head, mouth seeking out a hard, raspberry shaped nipple, taking it between her lips, sucking and swirling her tongue around it until Ema grasped her head, pushed her closer and moaned.
She was unbuttoning her own pants now, fingers clumsy. Nothing seemed more important that ridding herself of her clothes, nothing more pressing than being able to feel the softness of Ema’s skin against her naked body.
Ema was writhing beneath her, and Ella suckled harder at her nipple, feeling Ema’s desire as if it were her own. Her jeans were finally undone. She rolled over onto her back, momentarily leaving Ella free as she struggled to pull her last remnants of clothing off. Ema’s head bent now, taking Ella’s breast into her mouth and Ella yelped in pleasure as a rough tongue began circling her nipple.
Stupid jeans. Stupid pants. She wriggled, trying to pull them down, briefly distracted from her pleasure as she dealt with the problem. And it was in that moment, that quick flash of consciousness when her logical brain took over to deal with taking off the tight jeans, that a quick dinging sounded.
It was almost background noise, almost but not quiet. It penetrated Ella’s head, her mind circling to place the sound until she made the connection. A cell phone. A message notification. Not her phone. Not her message. Ema’s phone. Ema’s message. And her mind jumped quickly to the last time she’d heard the sound. Cristof sending Ema messages.
Jesus Christ, what the hell was she doing? Automatically her hands began to move in an opposite action, struggling now to pull her pants back up. She shifted, half sitting, Ema’s mouth pulling away from her breasts.
“What?” asked Ema.
Her eyes were still half closed in lazy lust, and her skin was glowing and there was nothing Ella wanted more than to take her into her arms again. But she couldn’t. Really, truly couldn’t.
“We need to stop,” she said, shortly.
Ema lay back, her face flushed, her hair a tumbling mass of gold around her head. She bit her lip and for a second Ella thought she might cry. But she simply nodded and began buttoning up her own pants.
Embarrassed now, Ella pulled her t-shirt over her head to hide herself. The sports bra she kicked under the bed. Ema pulled her own clothes back on. An awkward silence hung in the air, almost tangible, and Ella found that she was afraid. Afraid of what Ema was going to do, going to say. Yet she knew she was right, knew they needed to stop. What they were doing was wrong. Ema was with Cristof, and Ella refused to be part of a triangle, refused to complicate things even further, no matter what her body wanted.
Then Ema was standing by the side of the bed, her hair still mussed up, her cheeks still pink. She put out a hand, gently touched the side of Ella’s cheek. And right then, Ella knew that if she started something, if Ema prolonged the touch, bent to kiss her, she would be powerless to stop her. But Ema didn’t.
“This isn’t over,” she said, softly. “This is far from over.”
And Ella didn’t reply, couldn’t reply. She lowered her eyes to the floor, not able to look as Ema withdrew her touch. There was the rattling, sliding sound of the bedroom window opening. And when Ella chanced a glance upwards again, Ema was already astride the window ledge. Just like when they were kids sneaking out. Just like the way things used to be.
Their eyes met, and Ella felt herself held by Ema’s gaze, her heart beating harder again, her body beginning again to respond to the connection that they had. She forced herself to tear her eyes away. Then there was a shuffling, the sound of the window sliding closed again, and Ema was gone.
Slowly, Ella lowered herself onto the bed, closed her eyes against the brightness of the overhead lights, calmed her breathing. What had she done?
It had all been so good, so perfect, so completing somehow. She hadn’t realized how much she had missed, how strong that connection to Ema still was. And it was about more than a physical response. Her brain had switched off, her thoughts had fled, all that had been important was the touch of skin on skin. For the only time in her life she had been a body in control of a brain, rather than the other way around, and the feeling had been incredible, miraculous almost.
But that, of course, was the problem. Letting her body control her brain meant that she’d almost, almost slipped up, almost made a huge mistake. Because as much as she wanted Ema, and she was honest enough with herself to admit that she really did, she wasn’t prepared to compromise. She wasn’t going to be a mistress. She wasn’t going to share. And the more she thought about it, the more she was disturbed by the idea that Ema had wanted this as much as she had.
Ema should have been the one to stop things. She should have been the one to honor her commitment to Cristof, so why had all the responsibility fallen on Ella? It wasn’t fair. More than that, it wasn’t the Ema that Ella knew. Sure, Ema had always been rebellious, unafraid of consequences and trouble. But she’d always been honest, always faced up to her consequences, admitted her crimes. What then had changed to make Ema the kind of person that would cheat on a lover without a second thought?
A niggling of doubt sat in Ella’s stomach. A weird feeling like being desperately hungry, clawing at her stomach to get out. If Ema was willing to cheat on Cristof, had she been willing too to cheat on Ella herself? Was the story she told about Chad at the prom really true? Or had it just been a lie because Ema had been caught?
Ella rolled over onto her side, curling up into a ball, wrapping her arms around herself. Her eyelids were heavy, the handful of drinks she’d had catching up with her. Absently, she wished that she could blame the alcohol for what she’d done. But she knew she hadn’t had nearly enough to drink to excuse her actions. She was confused, sad, broken, exactly the way she’d felt that first time on the plane to Paris. Just as she’d always suspected Ema would leave her feeling. But having her suspicions justified didn’t make her feel any better.
Despite her feelings, a heavy relaxation started to fall over her. She needed to sleep, needed rest. She couldn’t think about this right now, couldn’t come to any real conclusions. But as she drifted off into sleep in her childhood bed, the bed she’d shared so many times with Ema, she knew that seeing Ema again had been a mistake. A mistake that she really couldn’t afford to repeat.
✽✽✽
 
“Rough night?”
Ella flashed her mother a small smile and turned back to pouring herself some orange juice. Her mom didn’t know the half of it. Rough night was one phrase for it, though not rough in the way that her mother thought. She’d woken up that morning feeling bruised, as though Ema’s fingers had pressed hard into her skin, as though her soft kisses had left marks on her.
“I’m pretty good,” she lied, putting the juice back into the refrigerator. “Taylor’s going to be feeling it though. We had to carry her home.”
She mentally cursed herself for saying ‘we.’ But her mother didn’t comment on it.
“Well, I guess it was the bachelorette party she wanted,” was all her mother said, bending her head back to the paper she was examining on the table.
“What are you working on?” asked Ella, wanting to change the subject.
“Seating plans for the wedding,” groaned her mother.
Ella chuckled and pulled out a seat, sinking down onto it. She pulled the paper towards herself, taking a look at it, little sticky notes with people’s names on them fluttering as the paper moved. Anything to take her mind off last night. Anything to take her mind off Ema.
“You can’t have Aunt Cathy sitting at the same table as Uncle Bob,” she said, scanning over the names.
“Oh lord no,” said her mother. “Did I do that?”
Ella nodded. She removed the sticky note with her very liberal Aunt Cathy’s name on it and moved it as far away from Republican Uncle Bob’s name as possible.
“Thank you, sweetie,” said her mother. “Oh, and whilst I’ve got you here, I need the name of your plus one. I’ve got so many ‘plus ones’ floating around on that chart that I don’t know which is which.”
“Plus one?” asked Ella, frowning at her mother.
“Yes, you know, your date to the wedding. I assume you’re bringing one? It’s sort of expected, and you know how Taylor is about doing the expected.”
Ella’s heart started to thud in her chest. As soon as she heard the phrase plus one there had been only one person she had thought of. The one person that she couldn’t possibly bring to the wedding. She swallowed nervously.
“You can bring a friend,” her mother said. “It doesn’t necessarily have to be a date. Just bring someone from work or something. Anyone will do. Make up the numbers, you know how it is.”
Quickly, Ella drained her glass of juice and stood up.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll work on it. I’ll let you know later. I gotta get out of here now though.”
She bent and dropped a kiss on her mother’s cheek before fleeing the house.
Outside the morning was bright and warm, soft air caressed her cheeks. And all Ella wanted to do was lie down on the lawn and go back to the obliviousness of sleep. Her life felt like it was slowly spiralling out of her control. Not for the first time, she wished that she could just live in a cave all alone, far, far away from everyone else. Loneliness seemed like a small price to pay to avoid the complications of being around people all the time.



Chapter Eleven
The room was dark and cool, the living room window cracked just enough to let the air in. A breeze stirred Ella’s hair and she glanced towards the window, towards the hulk of the easel covered now with a blanket. Ema’s face was nowhere to be seen. When she’d arrived home covering the easel had been the first thing she’d done. She couldn’t stand to look at it, couldn’t stand having to think about Ema, about what had happened.
She knew that she’d need to think about things at some point, need to decide what she was going to do, what she was going to say. But she just didn’t have the energy for it. Those first few days in Paris after prom she’d wandered around museum after museum, her eyes drinking in the paintings, deadening her mind and her thoughts. She managed to successfully lock away her feelings for as long as she was distracted, letting the numbness start to heal her. And that’s what she wanted to do now.
Her fingers slid over keys, toyed with the scroll wheel on her mouse, images grew and shrank under her guidance as she designed layout after layout. Music thrummed through the speakers, heavy, dense with bass, vibrating in her stomach. Her mouth watered with hunger, but she ate nothing, not wanting to get up from her chair, not wanting to risk not being busy for even a second.
It was long after lunchtime when the message box popped up, blocking her view of a photo she was airbrushing. Her cursor hovered over the small X that would close the box, but then her stomach rumbled and a spike of hunger made her grumble with pain. With a sigh she pushed back her chair. She needed to eat.
She grabbed the quickest thing she could find, a pot of yoghurt with a dubious sell by date, and a spoon before returning to her computer. She pulled open the lid and clicked on her message box.
Benji101>> How’s tricks?
She typed with one hand, her other cradling the spoon.
CinderElla>> Middling.
Benji101>> Wanna talk about it?
CinderElla>> There are so many things I don’t know where to start.
Benji101>> Try at the beginning.
She sighed, spooning the last of the yoghurt into her mouth.
CinderElla>> Cheating is always bad, right? Like there’s no way to ever justify it?
She knew the answer to that. But sometimes seeing Benji’s words clear and bold on the screen just made things seem more real, more honest.
Benji101>> Pretty much always wrong. I mean, I guess in situations where there’s an agreement between partners it’s okay, but then, that’s not really cheating, is it?
CinderElla>> Nope.
Benji101>> Another hypothetical? Or is this one real this time?
She smiled and started typing. She told Benji almost everything, feeling pain but also relief as she spilled the story. Three dots appeared on the screen indicating that he was typing, so she got up and grabbed an apple whilst she waited. When she got back to her chair, the message was already there.
Benji101>> Sounds like you did the right thing. Messing in someone else’s relationship is never a good idea. And forgive me for saying so, but this girl doesn’t sound like she deserves you if she’s the kind of person that would do something like that.
CinderElla>> I know, I know. That doesn’t stop the feelings though, does it? Making out was wrong, but it felt so right somehow.
There was a pause, and then:
Benji101>> Feelings can be wrong though. But if you truly feel that way about her, then I guess you should talk things over. Maybe it was a mistake on her part. But if you’re meant to be together, then she should be willing to end things with the guy she’s seeing, no? If she’s not willing to do that, then I guess you weren’t meant to be together.
CinderElla>> Very logical.
Benji101>> Hey, I’m not just a creative. I have smarts too.
Ella laughed. And then it occurred to her that Benji always seemed to make her laugh. Always seemed to know the right thing to say, was always honest, somehow always made her feel just a little better about herself.
CinderElla>> Can I ask you something?
Benji101>> Sure.
CinderElla>> My sister’s getting married soon.
Benji101>> I know this. And before you ask, no, I’m not marrying you. Sorry babe, you’re just not my type.
CinderElla>> Haha. I wasn’t angling for a proposal. It’s just that I need a plus one. And I was wondering if you’d like to go to the wedding with me? Feel free to say no, but it’s free food and drinks, so, you know...
It seemed a natural thing to do, to ask Benji to go with her. They’d certainly have fun, and she’d know that there’d be no expectations involved. And it was hardly as though she could ask Ema to be her plus one. Her stomach shook a little at the thought of Ema again. Damn it. Benji’s advice was sound, she knew that, but the thought of discussing things with Ema horrified her for some reason. Her thoughts were interrupted by the ping of Benji’s reply.
Benji101>> Hmmm. An evening surrounded by someone else’s family drama complete with  free alcohol? Sounds like a blast. Count me in. Do I have to dance too?
CinderElla>> No, no dancing required on your part. I think. You do, however, have to promise to disappear off to the bathroom when I have to dance. I don’t need my humiliation to be broadcast around the office.
Benji101>> I’m not sure I can promise that. I can promise that I won’t record any part of your dance routine on my phone and therefore will not be able to post it to YouTube. Deal?
CinderElla>> Deal.
Benji101>> Consider it a non-date then.
Ella sat back in her seat. There. One problem taken care of. That only left about a thousand others. She glanced over again at the covered easel. The idea of leaving was still new and fragile, shiny and both scary and tempting at the same time. But there was no point even considering it if she couldn’t work at the same time.
CinderElla>> Ben, I’ve been thinking about something.
Benji101>> I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.
CinderElla>> Neither am I. But I was thinking about possibly moving away from Oakview. Getting a little perspective on life, you know?
Benji101>> Groan. I knew you were too good for us.
CinderElla>> I wasn’t planning on quitting. Actually, that’s kind of why I’m telling you. I was wondering if it was possible to work completely remotely for a while. You know, not to come into the office at all?
There was another pause and Ella found that her heart was beating fast. Looking up at the framed certificates on her wall she realized that this was the first time she’d tried to come up with a new life plan for a very long time. It was a frightening thought. Yet the fact that someone else, namely Benji, was currently making the decision for her on some level made her a little less anxious.
Benji101>> As much as we’ll miss seeing your pretty face around here (not to mention your sarcastic comments during meetings), I’m sure that we can arrange something. How long are you thinking of being gone for?
And... Now she was back to being anxious again. The possibility of it happening was real now. She felt shaky. She shouldn’t have asked. Now that she not only knew that leaving was possible, but also knew that she’d be expected to go. After all, she’d asked permission, it would be strange if she didn’t leave now.
CinderElla>> No idea. It’s just a pipe dream right now. Nothing definite.
That might be enough to placate him for a while.
Benji101>> Okey doke. Just keep me updated about your plans, k?
CinderElla>> kk.
She clicked out of the messaging program. The apple lay forgotten on her desk, so she picked it up and took a bite. Just handle one problem at a time. That was the way to do it. The plus one problem was solved. Ema... Ema was an unsolvable problem. But Benji was right. Cheating was an absolute no go. But was he right about talking to her?
That came down to one thing and one thing only. Did Ella feel strongly enough about Ema to want to have a discussion? And she truly didn’t know. No, that was a lie. She took another bite of apple. She felt strongly. She always had. Deep in her heart she knew that she loved and had always loved Ema. But what if love wasn’t enough? Their stolen kisses had felt so right, so perfect. But life wasn’t just about kisses. Life was about trust and practicalities as well. And the shaking in her belly told her that she didn’t trust Ema.
She hadn’t trusted her at prom, had jumped to conclusions. And she didn’t trust her now. Not when she was cheating on Cristof. Without trust, there could be nothing else. Nothing. So a discussion with Ema was off the table.
“I can’t though,” she said aloud. “I can’t just go back to ignoring her, to the way things were before. I can’t. I don’t want to.”
She threw the apple core in the trash.
“But sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to do,” she said, echoing a phrase her mother had frequently used when she was a child.
Screw it. The Ema problem required yet more thought. She couldn’t just decide like that. She needed time, time to figure out how the hell she felt and what the hell she was doing. Which left the moving problem.
The thought of leaving Oakview made her afraid, and she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as though she’d never left before. But, and here was the kicker, she’d always had a plan before. She always left for a reason, because of Ema, because of school, because of work. Leaving for the sake of leaving, just going along for the journey, left her feeling anxious. Which didn’t mean she shouldn’t go.
Maybe leaving, finding a new place, new people, was exactly what she needed, no matter how scary it was. Paris had helped to heal her, perhaps it could work its magic on her again. She could email Monique at least, feel out her possibilities. That seemed like a sensible course of action. She wasn’t committing to anything, not just yet, there was nothing to be afraid of. Not yet.
✽✽✽
 
“You seem... unsettled maybe, is all,” her mother said, pushing the shopping cart around a display of cookies. “Undecided, unsure. That’s the only reason I’m asking.”
“I’m not unsettled, ma,” said Ella, picking up a box of cookies and throwing it into the cart. “Just... I don’t know.”
“It’s understandable,” continued her mother. “A big break up, your sister getting married, moving back to your home town. All of these are big events, enough to leave anyone unsettled. But maybe it’s time to start thinking about what you want. About what needs to change.”
“Are you insinuating that I need to change?”
Her mother rolled her eyes and pulled a bag of rice off a shelf.
“Ella, you’re old enough now to not be insulted when someone is trying to help you. Take, for example, moving back to Oakview. Are you sure that’s a good decision? Might you be better off somewhere else? And then there’s your career. You’ve got a good job, but is it one that makes you happy? What about your dreams of being an photographer? You’re not getting any younger, Ella. I just don’t want to see you settle for less than you truly want in life, is all.”
Ella said nothing, grabbing the end of the cart and steering it around into the next aisle.
“I don’t think I’ve seen you happy, truly happy, since high school,” her mother said now. “And the only reason I’m thinking of that is because I saw Ema at the dance studio. Something you forgot to tell me, by the way, that she was teaching you to dance.”
Ella froze for a second, felt her cheeks flush, and was glad that her back was to her mother.
“It didn’t seem important,” she said.
But she had forgotten. She’d been so disturbed by her violent dance with Cristof that when she’d seen her mother at the school she hadn’t even considered the fact that she would naturally run into Ema as well.
Her mother sighed. “I just want to see you happy is all, Ella. And I want you to know that whatever it is you decide about your life, that your father and I will always support you. And if you need a little help with things, then don’t be shy about asking. What about a career coach? Or a life coach? People go to those all the time.”
“You’ve been watching too much Oprah, ma.”
“Ellen, not Oprah,” her mother said. “And you’re avoiding the point.”
Ella picked up a box of cereal, putting it in the cart before turning around to face her mother.
“I know you’re just trying to help, ma. I know that. And I know you support me, honestly I do. If I need help making decisions, I’ll definitely ask for it. Okay? But for right now, I kind of feel like I need to figure my own stuff out, need to decide where I’m going in life, what I’m doing.”
Her mother nodded. “Alright, alright. I’ll shut up then. I’m not pressuring you to make any decisions. I swear.”
Ella grinned. Not pressuring. Right. As though her mother were actually capable of that. She turned back to guide the cart into the next aisle and caught a glimpse of a figure standing right next to the oatmeal. The grin froze on her face. A chill went through her. She let go of the shopping cart just as Ema turned and saw her.



Chapter Twelve
“I’m not sure whether I should smile and be polite, or if I should just slink around the corner and pretend like I haven’t seen you.”
Ella shuffled her feet and looked down at the floor. Ema had stepped closer and Ella knew her well enough to detect the hint of anger in her voice.
“Hey.”
“So, are you still ignoring me, or are you talking to me now?”
Ella thought back over the last couple of days. Three phone calls that she hadn’t picked up and a couple of messages that she hadn’t even opened. At the time it had seemed like a good idea. She needed to figure out what she was going to do, how she really felt, and contact with Ema would only cloud things. Now though, she was less sure. Ema sighed.
“I’m tired of this,” she said. “Absolutely exhausted from it. And I think it’s time we got things worked out.”
Ella looked around to find that her mother had discretely slipped away and was now perusing potato chips with studied interest.
“I’m just helping my mom with the grocery shopping,” she said, not sure what else to say.
“Not a problem,” said Ema. “Hey, Mrs. L, I’m going to borrow Ella for a while, if that’s okay?”
Ella watched her mother turn around, a pleasant smile on her face.
“Of course, my dear. I can finish up in here. You girls have fun.”
And she cursed her mom in her head. How could she not see how awkward this was? She should have rescued her, said that she couldn’t possibly do without her daughter, made some excuse. But her mom had already turned back to the cart, was already walking away. And Ema was gripping Ella’s elbow, steering her out of the aisle, leaving her own shopping basket sitting on the ground.
“Where are we going?” Ella asked, as they stepped out of the sliding door and into the heat of the day.
“Somewhere neutral where we can talk this out once and for all. I’m tired of chasing you, Ella. I’m tired of feeling abandoned and then thrilled and then abandoned again. So we’re going to fix this or break this, one way or another. And I don’t want to hear a word of complaint about it.”
Ella slammed her mouth shut and allowed herself to be dragged across the street and onto Oakview University campus. It was better this way, she told herself. It felt sort of like letting Benji decide about moving. It was taking the decision out of her hands. She stayed silent for the entire five minute walk, letting Ema lead her, until they stopped outside of the campus coffee shop.
“In you go,” Ema said.
She let go of Ella’s elbow and Ella felt a spike of loss as contact was broken. Jesus. Even angry and confused she couldn’t help but respond to Ema’s touch. Still silent she pushed her way into the shop.
It was quiet, only a couple of table occupied, as they approached the counter. The pink haired barista grinned as she saw them coming.
“Ella, how’s the wedding planning coming along?”
“Hey Lana. It’s going about as well as expected, you know how Taylor is.”
“Damn right I do. Making your life a misery?”
“Something like that. I’ll get a latte, please.”
Lana set to work and Ella watched her sure fingers pressing buttons on the machine and grabbing cups. They’d known each other a long time, Lana and Taylor had been in the same class at school, and Ella made a point of getting coffee from The Beanery, rather than one of the larger franchise stores in Oakview.
“Jazz around?” she asked Lana, wondering where the dark haired owner was.
“Psh, she and Lucy are gadding around the Caribbean or something, leaving just little old me to run things.”
“The Caribbean?”
“Delayed honeymoon. With Jazz’s mom passing so soon after the wedding, they didn’t really have a chance for a romantic trip.”
Ella nodded. She knew that Jazz had lost her mom, and how much pain it had caused her. She was glad to hear that she was finally healing enough to take a trip with her new wife. Lana slid a cup in front of her, Ella thanked her, and took a table whilst Ema ordered.
“Alrighty then,” Ema said, finally, setting a steaming cup down on the table and sitting down. “Elephant in the room. Let’s do it.”
Ella said nothing, didn’t know what to say. How to start a conversation like this?
“Fine,” said Ema, after a moment of silence. “I’ll start then. Cards on the table time. I like you. No, strike that. I love you. There, it’s been said. I have always loved you and seeing you again has only brought that home to me. What happened the other night at your house was maybe a mistake, but only because it happened too soon. Or too late, maybe, depending on how you look at things. Over the past few weeks I have realized that I still love you and that I would like to give this a shot. There you go. I’m not going to beat around the bush about things, you might as well know how I feel. Because I sure as hell can’t figure out what you’re feeling.”
Ella frowned. Her heart was beating fast at hearing Ema actually speak the words, the words that she now realized she’d been waiting to hear for years and years. Her mouth was dry, words came only with difficulty.
“I feel... uncomfortable.”
Ema sat back and picked up her cup.
“Uncomfortable. Not exactly the reaction I was going for. Would you care to explain why?”
Seconds ticked past. Fine. If this was the way it was going to be, then just fine. Total honesty. Complete truth.
“Cristof.”
“Cristof?” asked Ema, putting her cup back down again even though she hadn’t taken a sip. “What on earth does Cristof have to do with any of this?”
Ella stared at her in amazement.
“What on earth does he not have to do with any of this?” she asked. “Don’t you think that maybe he should get a say in whether or not his girlfriend is declaring love for another woman? Maybe he should be in the know too? Maybe he should have a little conversation about the truth, like we’re having now?”
And suddenly, shockingly, Ema started to laugh. She laughed so hard that the other customers in the shop were looking at her, so hard that she had to fumble in her purse for a Kleenex to wipe her eyes. So hard that for a long minute she couldn’t speak at all.
“What?” Ella said, finally. “What the hell is so funny?”
“Cristof,” gasped Ema. “Me and Cristof, the idea...” and she dissolved into laughter yet again.
“And what exactly is so funny about that?”
Ema wiped her eyes again, then leaned forward. She was so close that Ella could smell her scent, and blood started pounding in her veins.
“There is not now, nor has there ever been, anything between Cristof and I. We’re dance partners and business partners, but absolutely nothing else. I swear to you.”
There was a second whilst Ella processed this information. A second when she didn’t quite understand, until suddenly it hit her and a weight was lifted away. Sun streamed in through the window, and the world seemed a better place.
“Nothing?” she asked. “But... but I saw you dancing. I saw the way you looked at each other, the way you held each other...”
“Darling, that’s what dancers do. That’s why we’re such a good team, why we win competitions and awards. But there’s nothing between us. As if I could really be interested in a man like that. Cristof is an unbelievable dancer. But he’s also kind of an asshole, selfish, a player, thinks he’s God’s gift to women, and a complete and total fake.”
“A fake?”
Ema leaned even further forward, confiding now.
“That accent?” she said. “I swear to God, he’s from Ohio.”
And now Ella started to laugh. “Ohio, really?”
Ema nodded solemnly. “I only know because I got a look at his birth certificate once. The exotic, mysterious Cristof is actually plain old Christopher from Dayton, Ohio.”
Ella howled with laughter, laughing until her sides hurt and Ema passed her a new Kleenex.
“And that’s why you stopped things the other night?” Ema said. “Because you thought I was cheating on Cristof?”
Ella nodded, and Ema sat back in her chair, finally taking a drink of her coffee.
“What must you think of me?” she said, shaking her head. “Did you honestly think I would do something like that? Just like you honestly thought I would kiss Trent at prom? Really?”
“I– I...” stuttered Ella.
“You need to have more faith. More trust.”
Ella nodded, sadly. She’d been trying to do the right thing, honestly she had. But perhaps all she had done was to screw things up so badly that they couldn’t be repaired. Again.
“El, is there something you’d like to say?”
“Sorry.” Her voice sounded small.
Ema grinned. “Um, that’s not quite what I meant, although thank you.”
And now she was more confused than ever. “Then I’m not sure I know...”
Ema sighed and put down her now empty cup.
“El, I’ve just sat here and spilled my heart out to you. It wasn’t exactly easy, you know? Is there anything you’d like to say? Like maybe you feel the same way? Or maybe you hate me for saying what I did? Or perhaps that you have no feelings for me at all and wish that I’d move to Peru? Anything? I’m dangling over the edge of a cliff here.”
She didn’t know what to say again, this had all come so fast, her excuses were gone. So she said nothing, not wanting to screw things up yet again. It was only when a cloud descended over Ema’s face and she began to push back her chair and stand that Ella realized that she didn’t have any choice but to say the words. To commit to them. To tell the truth.
“Wait!”
Ema looked at her and Ella could see tears beginning to form in her eyes. But she took her chair again.
“I love you.”
There. Done. She’d said it. Complicated or not, too soon after her break up or not, she’d said what was truly in her heart. She loved and had always loved Ema. Her heart was so full of it that she found it hard to breathe. Her head was so full of it that she found it hard to think. It was all-consuming and at once beautiful and terrifying.
“You do?” asked Ema.
Ella nodded. And now Ema was bringing out the Kleenex again, this time weeping. Ella moved her chair a little, reaching out with a tentative hand to clasp Ema’s arm.
“Sorry, sorry,” Ema said, wiping at her eyes. “I just... I didn’t know what you were going to say, and you had me scared there for a second, and now... I’m just so relieved and happy. I’m sorry.”
“Take your time,” Ella said.
Her hand drank in the warmth of Ema’s skin, stroking and caressing and desire started to build up inside her, heavy and hot. Ema reached out a hand and stroked the curve of her cheek and Ella buried her face into the sweet-smelling palm, feeling her pulse start to race again. Then the hand was gone.
“We need to talk about this,” Ema said.
And she was looking serious.
“We do?”
“I don’t want to chase you, El,” said Ema. “This has to be your decision, and I’ll never force you to do anything. But that means no running away, no ignoring me. If there’s a problem, you need to talk to me about it, not just ignore it in the hopes that it’ll go away. Can you do that?”
Ella nodded. “Yes. Ignoring you was childish. I was just so confused, about what I felt, about what was happening...”
“About me being a lying, cheating scum-bag,” put in Ema.
“Yeah,” blushed Ella.
“You need to trust me, El, you really do. I know why you don’t. Because you think you don’t deserve me, because you’re looking for things to go wrong. That’s not going to happen. And if anything, I’m the one that doesn’t deserve you. I’ll say this once, El, that’s all. I love you so much that I think about only you, and there is no way in hell I’d ever cheat on you, ever hurt you. Do you understand that?”
And looking into Ema’s deep blue eyes, seeing the familiar smattering of freckles across her nose, it was so easy to believe. So easy to see how stupid she’d been in the past.
“I understand.”
“I want to fix this. I want to have what we had before. But with no misunderstandings, no judgements, just love and trust and faith. Please, El.”
Ella nodded, and Ema grinned.
“Got any demands of your own?” she asked.
Without speaking, Ella got up, took Ema’s hand, and pulled her up, out of the shop and into the small street. Only then did she speak.
“Just one demand,” she said. “Kiss me.”
And when she disappeared into Ema’s arms, when their lips met, when her eyes closed, she felt as complete as she’d ever felt in her life. It was as though she’d been missing a piece, as though she’d never functioned properly before. She pulled away a little.
“I love you,” she said.
Now that she’d said it, she couldn’t stop saying it. She wanted to shout it, wanted everyone to know.
“I love you too,” Ema said. “But we need to take this slowly, El. We need not to make the same mistakes, not to rush into anything.”
“Agreed.”
“And I’ve had an idea.”
“Uh-oh,” said Ella, automatically.
“No!” laughed Ema. “This is a good one, I promise.”
“Go on then, tell me,” Ella said, smiling.
Ema shook her head.
“Nope. Not yet. Just keep Saturday night free for me, okay?”
“Why? Where are we going? What are we going to do?”
Ema raised an eyebrow.
“I thought you were going to trust me?”
Ella bit her lip, then nodded.
“Okay. Saturday night then. For a mysterious date. With no plan.”
“Oh no,” said Ema, leaning in again, her lips tantalizingly close. “I have a plan, don’t you worry about that.”



Chapter Thirteen
Life seemed different now, Ella mused, as she pulled on her jeans. Lighter somehow, brighter. Getting up was a pleasure, rather than a chore. She had decided to let things go. Had decided that she needed this, needed Ema. And if they were going to be together, then she needed to be whole-heartedly into the relationship. She pulled a t-shirt over her head and walked out into the living room.
CinderElla>> All ready to go
She’d told Benji everything. It had seemed only fair, since he was the one that she’d confided in in the first place. And he’d seemed truly happy for her.
Benji101>> Have fun. And not to be a grown up or anything, but be careful Ella.
His only reservation had been that it had been such a short time since the break up with Anna. But that couldn’t be helped. Happiness, as she’d told him, came when it came, there was no planning for it. And that sentence had rewarded her with a page full of laughing emojis from him.
CinderElla>> I’ll be careful, I promise.
And she would. She knew she was fragile, knew that she’d have only one shot at making this relationship with Ema work. So she intended to be very careful indeed.
The night was warm and she rolled down the car windows, letting a sticky breeze in as she drove. She knew nothing about the night’s plans. The only thing Ema had told her was where to be and when. So she drove to the dance studio and parked up. She hoped to hell that Ema wasn’t planning on dancing for the evening. But then, when she remembered the hot flash of desire that descended over her when they’d last danced, she figured that even if Ema did plan on another lesson, it might not be so bad.
A note fluttered on the door of the studio. It simply said “changing rooms.” Okay. Weird, but okay. Ella stepped into the studio, feeling the chill of air conditioning. The reception area was brightly lit, but the window looking into the actual studio was dark. No one seemed to be around. For a moment she was afraid. What was going on? But she swallowed down her fear. She needed to trust Ema. So she went into the changing room.
Hanging in plain sight was a black garment bag, another note pinned to the front. “Put this on,” she read. Unzipping the bag she found a dress. Cream, long, almost bridal. A spike went through her heart. Beginning to understand what was happening, she stripped off hurriedly, pulling on the dress. A small bag on the bench below proved to have shoes and yet another note inside. “Come to the studio.”
Ella took a second to look at herself in the mirror by the sinks. Thinner, more angular, older, but so, so similar to a girl a decade ago. A girl full of hope with a future stretching out before her. A girl full of love. She blinked back tears. She understood. Ema was giving them another chance, a do-over, an opportunity to do it right this time.
When she pushed open the studio door all was blackness. And then there was the click of a switch. Tiny lights flickered on, red and silver and blue, dotting around the studio, spinning. Balloons and streamers hung from the ceiling and walls and littered the floor. Music began to play. But all of this was secondary, seen only from the corners of her eyes. Because walking towards her was Ema.
The dress long and blue, her hair pinned up to reveal the smooth curve of her neck, her smile tentative, her hand reaching out. It was the most beautiful sight that Ella had ever seen. For a second she was frozen, then she took a step forward, reached out her own hand, and allowed Ema to pull her into a dance.
There were no words, there didn’t need to be any. They stood in each other’s arms, swaying to the music. Ella’s heart felt full as she held Ema close, smelling her, feeling her, re-acquainting herself with the only woman she had ever really loved. Only when the song ended did she finally speak.
“It’s perfect. Absolutely perfect.”
Ema pulled back a little.
“Really? It’s a little cheesy.”
“No, no it’s not. It’s exactly right,” said Ella.
A new song began.
“In that case,” Ema said. “Would you care to waltz?”
Ella hesitated, confused for a second. The music was far from the classical tracks she’d danced to in the past. But as she listened to the ballad she could hear the steady 1-2-3 beat and then she allowed Ema to begin steering her around the floor.
She never wanted it to end. As they danced, weaving in and out of the tiny specks of glittering light, the music pouring through her soul, Ella wanted to stay in this moment forever. And as the music began to slow, and Ema brought her around into a final turn, she noticed that her breathing was becoming faster, that her body was warming. Ema’s body fit perfectly into her own, each curve matching, sliding into place like a puzzle piece, and a fire began burning in her stomach. The final chord lingered in the air, and their eyes met. Ella couldn’t help herself.
Their lips met softly, brushing against each other, the movement minute, but the sensation overpowering. Ella’s breath came even faster now, this was what she wanted, needed. Her body began to take over as her hands moved over the curve of Ema’s hipbone.
This time it was Ema that stopped things, Ema that pulled away, Ema that spoke.
“We should stop.”
Ella swallowed, a flush of heat in her cheeks.
“If that’s what you want,” she said, slowly, not wanting it at all herself.
And then Ema smiled, her skin glowing in the lights.
“I mean stop now, stop here,” she said. “There is a little more to this evening, if you’re interested?”
“What do you mean?”
Ema reached into the cleavage of her dress, pulling out a small white plastic card.
“It is prom,” she said. “So I took the liberty of getting us a hotel room.” She looked at the card, then at Ella. “Only if you want to though. No pressure at all.”
For just a moment, Ella looked at her, drinking her in, wondering how she deserved to be here, what she’d done to be rewarded with a woman like Ema, and then she smiled back.
“There’s nothing I’d like more,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
Ema silently closed the door, and Ella stood in the middle of the room suddenly unsure of herself. The heat, the breathlessness of dancing was gone, replaced by a squirming anxiety in her stomach. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea.
The room was neutral, like all hotel rooms. Beige and white, pristine. Trying to appear casual, Ella perched on the end of the bed.
“So...” she began.
Ema laughed.
“This is us, El. It’s weird, I get that. Come on, let’s open the minibar and get a drink. We can see how things go from there, okay?”
Ella nodded gratefully. Ema poured them both a stiff drink, whiskey the colour of amber that shone in the light of the bedside lamp. And then she sprawled on the bed, reaching over to clink her glass against Ella’s. Ella took a sip, the liquor burning down her throat.
“Would it have been like this?” she asked. “After prom, when we were young, I mean.”
“Worse,” said Ema. “We were eighteen. Neither of us had any idea of what we were doing. At least now we’ve notched up a little experience.”
She drained her glass, knocking back the strong drink like it was water. And then she crawled over the bed, decreasing the space between them until she was behind Ella.
“Let’s start things slowly,” she whispered. “We can stop any time.”
Silent, Ella nodded.
Ema’s hands descended onto her shoulders, fingers massaging, spreading the stress so thin that it disappeared. The touch of her hands was enough to bring the warmth back. Ella sighed in pleasure as Ema’s fingers worked. Thumbs pushed at the knots in her back, and she didn’t protest as Ema unzipped her dress so that she could massage lower and lower. Her dress fell away, pooling around her waist. She didn’t protest. Ema moved, getting off the bed, coming around in front of her, lifting her so that she was standing, allowing the dress to fall the rest of the way to the floor.
For a moment Ella flushed with embarrassment. Then she caught the lazy-lidded look in Ema’s eyes, lustful and anxious all at the same time. Her fingers trembling she reached around, tugging at the zipper on Ema’s dress, letting the garment fall, seeing the black lace of underwear. A flood of warmth travelled through her. Ema took her hand.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked.
And right then, right in that moment, she had never been so certain of anything in her life. She didn’t answer. She pulled Ema towards her, feeling the softness of skin meeting skin, feeling the heart-pounding sensation of desire flowing through her, feeling the touch of lips again. She closed her eyes, their kiss deepening, Ema pushing back until they both fell to the bed. She was breathing hard now, her anxiety gone. The only thing she could think about was getting as close as possible to Ema, pressing her skin against Ema’s body, wanting to subsume her almost.
Fingers crawled along her thigh, and her legs opened automatically, welcoming Ema’s touch as her breath caught in her throat. Ema’s mouth moved away from hers, kissing down her neck, making Ella squirm with desire. Lips caught her nipple, a tongue circling it into full hardness, making her gasp in delight.
And then fingers tickled at the sensitive joint where her underwear met her skin and suddenly the hotel room disappeared. Suddenly she was eighteen, suddenly it was as though nothing else had happened. Suddenly it was just perfectly right.
Ema’s fingertips pushed under her underwear, creeping inside until they found wetness and Ella shivered. She pushed her hips up to meet Ema’s hand, feeling her blood pulsing, feeling her breath heaving now. As the tips of fingers touched her center she moaned and Ema’s head came up, releasing her nipple.
“Don’t stop.”
“I want to see you,” Ema whispered.
Her fingers worked, moving in large circles, decreasing in size until the motion was enough to make Ella move her hips in response. Ema’s cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen and red, her eyes half closed with desire and Ella reached for her. But as her hands brushed against Ema’s waist, the fingers began to move faster and Ella’s eyes closed. There was nothing now but the movement, the steady climb up the hill, the inevitability of jumping off that cliff at the top. She heard moans, and realized they were her own, but had no control over them.
A thumb brushed over her nipple and a jolt of electricity ran through her core. Ema’s fingers moved faster, going up and down now, the delicacy of circles abandoned. Ella felt herself swelling in response, felt her hips moving, her blood rushing, her breath tearing out of her lungs. She surrendered the last shred of control, closed her eyes and let Ema’s fingers bring her to the very edge. And then she jumped off.
Pulsing waves washed over her body, air pushed out of her lungs, her cry was long and deep, almost primal as she clutched at Ema’s waist, pulling her in closer as her pleasure peaked and slowly began to ebb.
Her lips were dry, her heart beating a fast timpani rhythm, but she wasn’t done, far from it. Roughly, she pushed Ema away, rolled her over so that she was lying on her back. Her fingers fumbled a little, but finally managed to tear away the thin lace that separated her from what she wanted. And she plunged her hand between Ema’s legs, she felt herself swelling and growing wet again, and Ema was already bucking against her hand.
There was no delicacy this time, no patience, just raw, animal lust. She moaned as she found wetness, dipped her head to Ema’s breast and suckled at her nipple. She moved unconsciously, instinctively finding the right movement, the right place, and Ema groaned in response as she began stroking over and over the sweet spot. With her other hand she placed her thumb just at Ema’s entrance and teased her there, pushing and withdrawing until she was rewarded with quickening breath. For a split second Ema was still and silent, and then with a cry she plunged over the edge and at the exact same time, Ella pushed her thumb inside, feeling Ema clench around her as her body shook.
Ella collapsed on top of her, their ragged breathing completely in time, Ema still shaking a little. Ema laughed.
“That was fast,” she said. “I’m sorry. And very glad that I’m not a man, or I’d be doing some serious apologizing.”
Ella stroked her hand across the flatness of Ema’s stomach, over the curve of her waist, and up to her breast.
“There’s no need for apologies,” she said. “I thought it was sexy. Very sexy. And just because it was fast this time doesn’t mean that it’ll be fast next time.”
“Next time?” asked Ema, and her voice was already growing husky.
“Oh yes, we’re not done,” said Ella. “We’re far from done.”
Her hands strayed lower and Ema growled a little with desire. She was very, very not done. She leaned over and licked Ema’s nipple, feeling a gratifying shudder in response. And then her fingers got back to work.



Chapter Fourteen
A ray of sunshine falling across her pillow woke her up. For a second she didn’t know where she was. Then she remembered. The bed smelled of Ema, the faint scent of sandalwood, citrus, and sex. And for a second she panicked. Just for a moment her heart rate sped up and she gulped in a breath. Then she thought about the touch of Ema’s hand, the sound of her laughter, the push of her body against her own, and she calmed. This was it, this was right, this was how it was all supposed to be. How it should have been from the very beginning.
The bathroom door opened and Ema came out, wrapped in a towel that barely covered anything, her hair sleek and dark from the shower.
“Good morning,” she said.
There was something a little hesitant about her words, as though she was afraid Ella was going to run away. But Ella grinned at her, struggling to sit up in bed.
“Good morning.”
With a return grin, Ema jumped onto the bed, snuggling closer so that Ella could smell the faint scent of shower gel. Ema’s hands snuck under the sheet and Ella felt herself start to warm, start to respond. She closed her eyes for a moment. Every morning could be like this. Every morning should be like this. Then her stomach betrayed her with a loud, echoing growl.
“Bigger priorities, huh?” said Ema, giggling.
“Um, yeah, you know we didn’t quite get around to dinner last night.”
“I admit that was a flaw in my plan. However, I have made up for it.”
Just as she spoke there was a knock at the door. Ema hastily pulled on a robe from the bathroom and opened up so that a large laden trolley could be wheeled in.
“Breakfast,” she said, beaming.
“So, what now,” Ema said, once her mouth was full of scrambled eggs. “Do you run away again? Do we never see each other again? Or...”
Ella took a breath, then another. “Or,” she said. “Definitely or.”
“So, we’re, like, um...”
“If you want to be,” said Ella, worried now that she might be jumping the gun.
“I definitely want to be. Girlfriends, that is. Unless you were talking about something completely different?”
Ella grinned again, her face was starting to hurt from all the smiling she was doing.
“Definitely. So, maybe dinner some time this week?”
Ema was starting to nod, then she made a face.
“Uh, we’ve got a competition coming up, so chances are that I’m going to be pretty busy this week. What about the weekend?”
“Taylor’s wedding,” said Ella.
“Christ, I’d almost forgotten.”
And Ella flushed, remembering suddenly what she’d done.
“I’d ask you to come with me,” she said. “But I already kind of invited someone.” There was a pause and Ella caught herself. “No one important,” she added. “Benji, my boss. He’s nice, you’ll like him.”
Assuming they met, that was. But Ema was already flushing a little herself.
“Um, I’m kind of coming anyway,” she said. “Your mom invited me. Not to the wedding of course, just to the reception. And after the other day in the Beanery, I kind of thought it would be okay to accept the invitation. But I don’t have to come if you think it’ll make things awkward.”
Ella was surprised at how strongly she truly wanted Ema to be there. “No, of course you should come!”
“The thing is,” Ema said, looking down at the plate balanced on her knees. “I kind of told Cristof to come with me. The invitation was for plus one, so I thought... Or I didn’t think. I’m sorry.” She looked up now. “But he was right there when your mom invited me, and it just kind of happened, and...”
Ella swallowed. This. This was what she needed to deal with. Trust, honesty, fidelity. There was nothing between Ema and Cristof. Just like there was nothing between her and Benji. It would be fine. It would be nice even, to have Ema there. She felt a little stab of pain when she thought about Ema and Cristof going somewhere together, but it was ridiculous. Foolish.
“It’s fine,” she said, smoothly and as calmly as she could. “I understand completely. After all, I invited Benji. But at least we’ll be there together in the same room, right?”
Ema gave her a cheeky smile. “I might even dance with you, if you’re lucky.”
“And I might refuse, if you’re lucky,” Ella said back, equally cheeky.
And then the empty plates were sliding towards the sheets and Ema deftly caught them and stowed them on the tray even as her other hand was reaching out for Ella. The touch of skin on skin, the heat of lips, the soft curves of Ema’s body. Ella gave in to it completely. She truly wished every morning could be like this. Then Ema’s hands parted her legs again and she had no more wishes, because everything she wanted was right here, right now.
✽✽✽
 
“Your family seem oddly normal.”
Ella nudged Benji with a sharp elbow.
“I just mean...”
“Compared to me, you mean?”
“No, just, well, a wedding is a stressful time. Everyone seems to be handling things gracefully, is all.”
And Ella had to admit that he had a point. She steered them into the reception hall, grabbing them both a champagne flute and pushing one into Benji’s hand. She’d expected drama, tantrums, but the wedding itself had gone off without a hitch. Taylor had looked beautiful, the ceremony had been calm and loving, and Ella had found herself wiping a tear away when the couple kissed. All shockingly normal.
“It was beautiful,” she said.
“And speaking of beautiful, you promised to find out which bridesmaids were single,” said Benji.
Ella rolled her eyes. “Picking up a bridesmaid at a wedding? A little trite for you, no?”
Benji grinned and his eyes twinkled. He was an attractive man. A thin, runner’s body, sparkling blue eyes, blonde hair that spiked up a little bit. He wiggled his eyebrows.
“When in Rome...”
“You’re in Oakview,” she reminded him. “And these are mostly either family or my sister’s friends, so please don’t go around being a player.”
He gave her a look and she sighed.
“Alright, alright. I know you wouldn’t do that really. I’ll find out about the bridesmaids, okay?”
He hummed happily and disappeared off to the buffet table and that’s when she saw her.
Ema was sitting, long legs crossed, on a high bar stool, a drink in hand. Her dress was pale blue, sweeping and classic. With her blonde hair curled and up, she looked like an angel. An angel sitting at a bar, true, but an angel nevertheless. Ella felt her heart skip a beat. How could someone so beautiful be interested in her?
With a deep breath she quashed the voice of doubt and walked over to the bar.
“Hello.”
Her voice was soft. She was nervous. After their night together she’d thought everything was going to be fine. And in a way, it was. She couldn’t remember not loving Ema, couldn’t remember not wanting to see her face. Yet she was still so anxious, afraid that it could be over, that Ema wouldn’t want her.
“Well, hello there, stranger,” Ema said.
And her smile made Ella’s heart settle. Ema reached out and laid a cool hand over hers. Ella had to put her champagne glass down her hand was shaking so much. Carefully, as though not to break something, she bent and kissed Ema’s cheek.
“Sit down, take a load off.”
She smiled a little, her nerves beginning to settle, and pulled up a seat. Clambering onto the high bar stool in heels was more difficult than it looked, and when she glanced at Ema, she was laughing.
“Not funny.”
“Definitely funny,” said Ema, and her hand was still on hers, not letting go. “But you do look beautiful, stunning even. Purple, who’d have thought?”
“I think it’s supposed to be lilac,” Ella said, looking down at the dress.
“Well, you look fabulous in it regardless. And... little Taylor is all married.”
“She’s not so little anymore,” said Ella, watching her sister circling the tables, greeting and thanking people, her new husband by her side.
“She’ll always be little Taylor to me,” said Ema. She held up a hand and a bartender walked over. “Two single malt whiskeys, no ice.”
“What are you doing?” Ella said, seeing her barely touched champagne glass from the corner of her eye.
“Dutch courage,” said Ema.
And then Ella realized that the music was changing and that her sister and doctor Dane were making their way towards the small dance floor, and her pulse started racing. The dance. Christ. She’d almost forgotten.
But then the music started to play and Dane and Taylor began to dance and all thoughts of her own dance were lost. They circled the floor, perfectly molded together and Ella felt the tears pricking her eyes again. They looked so happy, so perfect, and her heart hurt at the thought that she might never have that, might never have that perfection. Until Ema squeezed her hand and she looked over and saw that she too was teary eyed and she remembered that she did have someone to love. That she was loved.
Ema hopped down, pulling Ella from her bar stool and stood, holding her waist, gently swaying to the music as the couple danced. And Ella had never felt so warm, so content. She never wanted the moment to end.
Then the music changed, the couple split, and suddenly people were calling her towards the dance floor. Her anxiety came back, her legs shaking, but Ema squeezed her hand and she knew she could do this. Probably.
She walked over to the dance floor, joining the other bridesmaids, lining up next to Taylor. Then the groomsmen came, suited and booted and Ella wished to God she didn’t have to dance with one of them. One by one, they paired off, and Ella was last in line. As each couple formed up, her breath grew shorter and her legs grew shakier and she hoped like hell that whoever she was dancing with was strong, because he might have to hold her upright. And then, as a grey suited man moved ahead and took the woman right next to Ella, she saw her.
Ema walked gracefully across the floor, her hand held out, and when she took Ella’s hand and twirled her around so that they were facing each other, Ella couldn’t even speak. The music began to play, Ema’s hand took her waist, and then, suddenly and unbelievably, they were dancing.
“It was Taylor’s idea,” Ema said, as Ella desperately tried to count the steps in her head. “She knew you wouldn’t want to dance with a groomsman, and when your mom told her I was coming to the reception, well...”
“Matchmaking?” snorted Ella.
“Call it a thank you for being so patient with her during the wedding planning,” said Ema.
Ella stumbled a little, and Ema pulled her closer.
“Relax,” she said. “I’ll look after you, just relax.”
And as Ema’s body pressed against hers she found that she was relaxing. She could feel the steady beat of Ema’s heart, the warmth of her skin, could smell the intoxicating scent of her and suddenly dancing didn’t seem so bad at all.
Her hands moved, sliding up to Ema’s shoulders, their bodies moving together and Ella closed her eyes, letting herself be led around the dance floor, trusting completely in Ema to keep her upright and moving. She sank into the dance like into a warm bath, the sudden perfection of it filling her. And she realized that truly she did have exactly what her sister did. That this woman was not only her best friend, but was the other half of her heart. She felt completed, like she could move and breath easily for the first time in years.
The music began to slow, and Ema held her close and Ella had never before felt like she was inside a perfect bubble of time. They stopped, holding steady and still and she opened her eyes, seeing Ema looking back down at her, her lips parted. And she couldn’t stop herself from lifting her head, from brushing her lips against Ema’s. As the applause began to echo around her she heard only the beating of their hearts, felt only the butterfly touch of Ema’s lips.
“I love you.”
She’d said it before. But this was the first time that she said it completely and fully, truly believing it, without reservation. Again she saw the sparkling of tears in Ema’s eyes, felt her swallow and choke in a breath.
“You have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear that,” she said. She bent her head a little lower so that their foreheads were touching. “I love you too, Daniella Langdon. With all of my heart and my soul.”
“Off the dance floor,” hissed Taylor, striding past them.
“As bossy as ever,” said Ema.
“And with no sense of a moment when it’s happening,” agreed Ella.
But they were slowly making their way off the floor, hands intertwined. The happiness didn’t go though, it followed them. The sense of completeness, of perfection went with them. Until they reached the bar and regretfully, Ella pulled her hand away.
“Bathroom,” she said, in answer to Ema’s questioning look.
“I’ll order a celebratory glass of wine,” Ema said, with a grin.
Ella picked up her purse and began threading her way through the crowd. As she was reaching the door, her purse vibrated. Pushing the door with one hand and reaching for her cell phone with the other, she was completely distracted. She was even more distracted when she saw a text notification. From Anna.
The thought of her ex was... strangely okay. She didn’t feel panic, nor real sadness. Not now. Not this time. She hesitated for only a second before she swiped the notification away. She was busy stuffing her phone back into her purse when a hand caught her from behind.
“What the hell...?”
But he was already pulling her towards a corridor, away from the crowds. She struggled, but he was stronger, yanking her around, pushing her against the wall. And then she could see his face. Cristof.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
He kept one strong hand on her shoulder, keeping her propped up against the wall. “I think the question is more what the fuck are you doing?” he said.
“Let me go!”
He only pushed harder.
“I will say this only once,” he said, in the dripping accent that she knew was fake. “You stay the hell away from my partner. Ema is mine, understood? You leave her the fuck alone.”
But she wasn’t falling for this. Wasn’t going to play whatever his slimy game was. She trusted Ema. She had to.
“Bullshit,” she spat, angry now. “She’s nothing more than your dance partner. Get the hell out of my face. I’ll date who I want, and so will she. She’s not your girlfriend, Christopher.”
She deliberately used his real name, enunciating it clearly and loudly. And his face reddened, his eyes narrowed.
“She’s not my girlfriend, eh? She has nothing to do with me, is that what she told you? Is it? Then why do I have these then?”
And he was fumbling in his jacket pocket for his phone, opening it up, scrolling through photographs, pushing the screen in front of her face. And each flash of a picture was imprinted on her memory.
Ema, hair splayed around her face, eyes closed in peaceful sleep.
Ema, Cristof’s arm holding her close, both lying down, staring into each other’s eyes with a look that could only be love.
Ema, sheet clutched to her chest, barely covering her nakedness, one leg stretched out of bed, a sly smile on her face.
Ema, perched on the edge of a white bed, the sheet wrapped around her now, face turned away from the camera.
And Ella’s heart stopped dead.



Chapter Fifteen
Everything inside her turned to stone. She was ice cold, her blood stopped pumping, her heart stopped beating, and it took every ounce of willpower that she had to push Cristof away and to walk, slowly but steadily, back towards the reception hall.
She wasn’t going to run away, not this time. She wasn’t going to make the same mistakes again. She’d promised that she wouldn’t, and she, for one, could keep her word. She was a better person, the better woman, she would do this.
The party was buzzing already, the sound of laughter, chatter, squeals of delight, surrounded her. But she was oblivious to it all. She walked towards the bar, not needing to push her way through the crowds anymore. The crowd parted for her, as if she was surrounded by a force field. Ema was sitting there, she could see her clearly, talking to the bar tender, so sweet, so innocent. Like an angel. Or a devil in disguise. Ella pulled herself onto a bar stool without a problem, downing the drink that was in front of her without even tasting it. Then, with the courage of alcohol running through her, she spoke.
“You slept with Cristof.”
Four words. Four simple words. But the power of them was so immense, so world shattering, that she could barely stand it. She kept her voice as calm and even as she could, but inside she was screaming.
“I certainly did not.”
Ella felt the bitter smile form on her face.
“I should never have believed you. Never have trusted in you. You’ve always known how to get exactly what you want. Always known how to manipulate, how to persuade. I of all people should know better. I should never have fallen for this, never have fallen for you. I gave you my trust and you broke it, lied to me, deceived me.”
Ema turned now, and her face was white, even her lips drained of color.
“I’m not doing this, Ella. I’m not arguing with you. I’m not buying into your trust issues. I have never lied to you, I would never lie to you. But if you can’t trust me, if you can’t believe me, then there’s really no point in us doing this, is there?”
“You slept with Cristof,” said Ella, refusing to be swayed from her point, refusing to be drawn in. “Maybe you still are. How am I supposed to know? You said there was nothing between you, you laughed, laughed so hard you cried. And yet you are, aren’t you? You’re sleeping with him.”
“I’ve told you once,” said Ema, standing up, her face so white that Ella thought she might faint. “And God knows why I’m bothering to tell you again. I haven’t slept with Cristof. You know, I thought you could change, thought you could trust, but you can’t, can you? You’re just going to go through life ruining every chance of happiness that you get, because you can’t possibly believe that someone could love you. You can’t possibly just let yourself go, believe in the moment. And that makes me sad for you. I did not sleep with Cristof.”
“Then why have I seen the pictures?” Ella said, not looking at her, turning back to the bartender who was hovering around, drawn by the drama.
There was no answer. Not a word. And when Ella finally looked around, Ema was gone.
✽✽✽
 
“What happened, Ella?”
She sat, closed mouthed, shivering, in the passenger seat. She didn’t want to tell him, didn’t want to even mention Ema’s name. Benji sighed.
“Ella, I can’t just leave you at home like this. I’m worried about you. Talk to me, please?”
He was turning into her street now. She’d stayed as long as she could. She’d waited until the speeches were made and the cake was cut, and then she figured that she’d played her part. In truth, she’d been dead the whole time, going through the motions like a zombie, hoping to hell that no one would notice. And all she wanted now was to go home and finally release the dam, let the tears come where no one could see them.
“I don’t want to talk. Not right now. Please.”
He indicated, turning into the parking lot of her apartment building. And when he pulled into a parking space she’d already clicked open the seatbelt, was looking to make a quick getaway. But Benji put his hand on her leg.
“Ella, I need to know that you’re not going to... well, to do anything stupid. There’s obviously something very, very wrong. Can I come inside with you? Please?”
She waited, breathing, making the words come calmly, trying not to show just how broken she was.
“Not tonight, Benji. I... I’m not going to do anything stupid. I’ve done enough stupid things for a lifetime. I swear. I just need to be home, in my own place, alone. Please understand that.”
He paused, looking out of the windshield into the night. Then he nodded.
“Just promise me that you’ll message me tomorrow,” he said. “And that you’ll call or message or whatever if you need anything. I’m here for you, Ella.”
And that was enough to bring the tears to her eyes. Her hand hovered over his, and he took it, squeezed it. Benji was a good man, a good person, why couldn’t she fall in love with someone like him instead? Why did she have to give her heart to people that simply broke it and handed it back. She gulped back a sob, pushing open the car door.
“I’ll message tomorrow,” she said, climbing out, slamming the door.
She walked across the parking lot, the soft night air caressing her face, in the glow of Benji’s headlights. She turned back just once, to see him silhouetted in the driver’s seat, watching her closely.
And then she was inside, closing the door, locking it tight. Almost running into the darkness, pulling closed every curtain and shade in the apartment. The darkness hid her, soothed her somehow. And only when everything was perfectly dark did she collapse onto the couch and let the tears come.
✽✽✽
 
When she woke, her eyes were glued together. She rubbed at her face, inching her eyelids open. Her neck hurt and she pushed herself upright, wondering just what in the hell had happened last night. She was still in the stupid purple dress, its skirts wrapped around her legs, her face felt swollen and sore, her head pounded. For one precious second she thought she was hungover. Then she remembered.
With exaggerated care she picked herself up, wandered to the bathroom and stripped off the dress, leaving it lying in a purple puddle on the floor. Then she showered automatically, standing still and letting the water run over her. When the water began to turn cold she switched it off, stepped out, wrapped herself in her robe, and went back to her couch.
She was trying not to think, trying to block the pain away. If she didn’t think about it, it couldn’t hurt. Except it did. Like a huge, sucking chest wound that would never heal. If anything, it hurt more than the first time. Sitting on that plane to Paris had been her first heartbreak. She thought she might have gotten used to it by now.
She sat on the couch, all the curtains closed, wrapped in the robe for... hours? She had no idea. Time ticked by and she stared into the darkness and let it go on without her. She moved only when her phone buzzed. Messages from her mother went unheeded. Messages from Benji were ignored. It was only later, when the next chime sounded, that she picked up her phone and saw the email icon. One new message. From Ema Grant.
Her fingers trembling she swiped the notification away and then hurled her phone at the wall, letting it clatter to the floor. And suddenly she was no longer empty, she was full of white hot, burning anger. By the window, the blanket covered easel taunted her, and in her rage she stood up and physically punched it, sending the canvas flying to the floor. But that wasn’t enough.
Scrabbling through kitchen drawers she found the sharpest knife she owned, and took it back with her, letting the tip pierce the canvas, tearing at it, shredding it. Paper dust and minute shreds of canvas floated through the air as again and again she cut, tore, stabbed.
Only when her heart was thudding in her chest, when her breath was ragged and unsteady, when her hands were so sweaty that the knife handle slipped through them, did she sit back on the floor, looking down at the destruction she’d wrought.
The collage lay face down. Even in her anger she hadn’t been able to look at Ema’s face. Even now she couldn’t. She left the pile of scraps where they lay, left the knife on the floor, and crawled back to the couch where the tears came again.
✽✽✽
 
Her phone rang at an undetermined time, sparking her out of sleep, her eyes sticky again, her body fragile. As she rose up from the blackness, the ringing stopped, then started again immediately. It rang twice more before she finally found it, scratched and battered by the wall. Benji’s name flashed up on the screen and she didn’t want to answer, didn’t want to talk. But as she held the phone it stopped ringing and then began again. If she didn’t answer, he’d never stop calling. She pressed the green button, raised the phone to her ear, and waited.
“Ella? Ella? Where are you?”
“At home,” she said, her voice rusty with disuse, her throat scratched from crying.
“You promised to message me.”
She had, she remembered that much. “I... I was busy.”
“Bullshit. Shall I come over?”
Ella looked down at the ratty bathrobe, looked around at the dark apartment, felt the emptiness descend inside her again.
“No,” she said.
There was a pause and she could hear him breathing.
“Fine. But talk to me. I’m worried about you. Something happened at the wedding. What? Was it Ema?”
A roiling sickness started in her stomach and she tasted acid in her mouth. “Don’t mention her name. I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t.. I...”
The tears were starting to come again, and she blinked them back as quickly as she could.
“Okay, okay, it’s okay, Ella. It’s fine. We don’t have to talk about it. I just... I’m worried is all.”
She took a deep shuddering breath. “Thank you. Thank you for being worried. I just need a little time. A few days. Please.”
That silence again. Then a sigh. “Okay, I guess I understand that. You take your time. But can you message me please? Once a day, just a word is fine, anything you want. I just want to know that you’re okay.”
She hesitated, then agreed.
“Alright, and if you need anything...”
The doorbell rang.
“I have to go, Benji. That’s the door. I have to go.”
He mumbled something, but she was already hanging up. She was walking towards the door before she realized what she was doing. It was Ema. It had to be Ema. Ema wouldn’t leave things like this, wouldn’t let her run away. Ema would always run after her.
Only when she got within steps of the door did she think about what the hell she was going to do. Send her packing? Let her in? She didn’t want to see her. Desperately didn’t want to hear the excuses, deal with the fall out. She didn’t want to feel anymore, she wanted to be able to pack all the feelings away in a box and deal with them later, when she felt stronger. And now she was panicking as the doorbell rang again. She stood stock still in the hallway. Maybe if she didn’t move the world would stop turning and all of this would go away. Her heart hammered in her chest. Please make it all go away.
“Ella!”
The voice was familiar.
“Ella, open up!”
The voice was familiar but wasn’t Ema’s. The relief from not having to face her, not having to deal with this right now, propelled her into movement. She unlocked the door, put her hand on the handle, trying to place the voice, a voice she knew so well. And then she cracked open the door.
With a sinking heart she remembered the text message that she’d so cavalierly dismissed the afternoon before. A slim figure stood before her, skin tanned with a hint of sunburn on the nose, freckles, sparkly green eyes, hair slicked back and still wet, the smell of cologne, a cologne that had stood on her bathroom shelf for many, many months.
“Can I come in?”
Anna was back.



Chapter Sixteen
Ella stared. She knew she shouldn’t, but she couldn’t help herself. Her reaction to Anna was... not what she had expected. A month ago, Anna would have made her heart beat harder, would have made tears spring to her eyes, would have given her hope. Now... Nothing. No, not quite nothing. There was a small warmth there, a happiness of memory. But the pain was dulled now, no longer sharp and aching.
“Can I come in?” Anna asked again.
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
Anna sighed, ran her fingers through her hair. She was wearing jeans, a tank, her arms looked strong and a tattoo shone bright and new close to her shoulder.
“Please, Ella. I need to talk to you. For me. Give me half an hour of your time. I’m not here to rehash old mistakes, I’m not here to plead for your forgiveness. I’ve been away, had some time to think. And I think I owe you an explanation if nothing else. Please?”
And Ella sagged against the door frame. She really didn’t have the energy to deny her. Why did everyone insist on talking to her? Why did everyone want to discuss her flaws, her mistakes? Finally, she stepped away from the door, letting Anna inside.
Anna took herself into the living room, pretending to ignore the mess of the cut up collage, the tissues on the coffee table, but Ella saw her take them all in. Then she drew back the curtains, letting the harsh sunlight inside. Ella didn’t fight it. She was barely holding herself together. She slumped on the couch and let Anna take one of the chairs.
“I’m sorry,” Anna said. “That’s what I came to say. I’m sorry for leaving like that, for not talking to you first. I had to do it, but I’m sorry for how much it must have hurt.”
“So why do it?”
Anna sighed. “Because you wouldn’t have listened to me if I told you, Ella. Because every time I came to you with a problem you came up with a solution.”
“And that’s not a good thing?”
“No! Sometimes we need to solve our own problems. I needed time, space to think. So I went. And... I think it was the right decision.”
Ella looked her over more closely now. She seemed brighter, shinier, she beamed with health. She wasn’t going to deny it was the right decision. It was clear to her that she didn’t love Anna, not when she compared her feelings for Ema. Yet, if Anna hadn’t left, she would never have seen Ema again, would never have felt the pain that she had right now. The pain of betrayal.
“Okay,” she said, slowly. “So you’re happier now, I take it?”
Anna nodded. “I’m sorry, Ella. But I am. You were always so controlling, so distrustful. It was like you didn’t believe I could love you, so you controlled everything, thinking that if you did everything right then I wouldn’t realize that I didn’t love you. Does that make sense? But really the only thing I wanted was for you to treat me as an equal, for you to trust in me and my ability to get things done. You never even let me make dinner by myself. You always had to plan everything. And it was... stifling.”
Ella said nothing. The words hurt but she had no energy to respond to them.
“I loved you,” Anna said, quietly. “But I could see in your eyes every time I told you that you didn’t believe me. And it was heartbreaking. Over time, I stopped believing myself that I loved you, since you so obviously didn’t believe it.”
She stood up.
“I should go. I shouldn’t have come in the first place. It was a stupid idea, but I wanted you to know. I didn’t want you to think that I just ran away and never came back. I’m not that kind of person. Really, I’m not.”
“It takes bravery not to run away,” Ella said. “You have to be strong to face things. You were always stronger than me.”
“No,” said Anna, smiling a little. “I’m not stronger than you. You just think I am. You’re a very special woman, Ella. You’re beautiful, funny, smart. Whoever ends up with you will be very lucky. But you have to give up some control. You have to trust. Without trust, a relationship just crumbles.”
Ella sat on the couch, Anna walked towards the door. Then she turned back.
“Be happy, Ella. Find someone. Love her, believe in her, trust her, and if she’s good enough for you, she won’t let you down.”
“I didn’t let you down,” said Ella, numbly.
“You didn’t,” said Anna. “But you didn’t believe in me, and you didn’t trust me. You have to have everything for it to work.”
The living room door closed, and a moment later she heard the rattle of the front door closing, and then she was alone. After a minute or two, she stood up and closed the curtains again, letting the darkness envelope her like a blanket.
✽✽✽
 
The dream was at once familiar and new. A wedding, Taylor’s wedding, except the woman in the dress wasn’t Taylor at all, it was Anna. And Ella was staring at her, her mouth opening to say the vows, but her voice wouldn’t come. And then Anna’s face changed, slowly dissolving into Ema’s, and Ella’s voice still wouldn’t come. She still couldn’t say the words. Everyone in the hall was looking at her, everyone was waiting, but the words just wouldn’t spill out, wouldn’t form.
She woke up bathed in sweat, panting and gasping for air. It was dark, but it was always dark with the curtains closed, and she had no idea what time it was. She lay on the couch until she’d recovered her breath.
Anna’s visit had disturbed her. Disturbed her in ways she hadn’t realized. She understood what Anna had said, understood her mistakes. But telling her to trust... Anna had no idea what happened. It wasn’t her fault. But telling her to trust right after possibly the biggest betrayal of her life, that was cruel.
Ema. Ema. Ema. It felt like she’d loved her forever. Longer than forever. And the love just wouldn’t go away. It was as ever-present as the hurt.
Trying to distract herself, she picked up her phone. Time to message Benji. She’d done as he’d asked, sent a message every day. Usually just a ‘hello.’ She didn’t want him appearing on her doorstep. She typed in ‘hello’ and added ‘I’m fine,’ just in case. Then flung her phone back onto the coffee table. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe, tried to calm herself down. And that’s when she heard it.
A scrabbling at the front door, the sound of something metal on the wood. Adrenaline flooded her system. Glancing around she saw the kitchen knife that she’d dropped next to the destroyed collage. Her hands sweating, she shuffled over and picked it up. Carefully she cracked open the living room door. There was definitely someone there. She raised the knife above her head, not knowing what she was going to do with it, but scared enough to do anything.
Then something clicked, metal on metal, a key slid into the lock. Her heart rate speeded up, but her brain accelerated to keep pace. A key. Burglars didn’t have keys. The knife lowered a little. The lock turned, the door began to open, and Ella dropped the knife entirely.
“Jesus Christ,” said Taylor, opening the door and pushing her sunglasses up on top of her head. “It smells like someone died in here.”
✽✽✽
 
When Ella stepped out of the shower her dirty bathrobe was gone. She wrapped herself up in a clean towel and stepped out into brightness. The curtains were open, the window let in a fresh breeze, the couch cushions had been plumped, the dirty tissues all cleared away. Taylor sat, legs crossed and flicking through a magazine, on one of the armchairs. She looked up as Ella walked in.
“Uh-uh,” she said. She pointed back towards the door. “Clothes, please. And something semi-decent. Clean, at least.”
Ella thought about arguing, but still really didn’t have the energy. Fighting with Taylor took a lot of energy. Instead, she did an about face and went into the bedroom. She managed to find an outfit that was clean, as Taylor had requested, and went back to the living room.
The window was closed again, Taylor was standing, tossing her car keys in her hand. She looked Ella up and down.
“That’ll do, I suppose,” she said, with a sigh. “Come on then.”
“Come on where?” asked Ella, and they were the first words that she’d spoken to her sister.
“I preferred it when you were silent,” said Taylor. “No questions, no complaints, get into the car, please.”
Ella glared at her and Taylor just glared right back. She considered what to do. She didn’t want to leave the house, didn’t want to leave the warm cocoon that she’d made for herself. She wasn’t ready to face the sunlight, the heat, other people. On the other hand, she really wasn’t ready to face Taylor either. She swallowed. It might be easier just to go along with this, just to let it happen. Taylor had a look on her face that screamed that she wouldn’t be disobeyed. Tentatively, Ella took a step back towards the bedroom. Taylor grabbed her elbow and propelled her out of the apartment.
The car ride was silent. Ella lay back, closed her eyes and tried not to think. It wasn’t long before Taylor parked up.
“Out.”
Ella clicked open the seatbelt and opened the door before she realized where they were. Dolly’s. The smell of french fries made her stomach rumble. There was a snick as Taylor locked the car, then she walked off into the restaurant, leaving Ella behind. With nowhere else to go, Ella followed her.
Taylor was at the counter, so Ella stopped at a table, sitting down gratefully and waiting. And when Taylor came back with two laden trays, she pushed one in front of her sister.
“Eat.”
Her stomach rumbled. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. But she just didn’t feel like it.
“Eat,” said Taylor again.
She picked up a fry, nibbled the end, and saliva flooded her mouth. Before she knew what she was doing, she was picking up the thick burger, taking a bite. And then the tray was empty and her stomach was full.
“Right,” Taylor said, still picking at her own fries. “Talk.”
“Talk?”
Taylor sighed. “Listen, nobody’s heard anything from you except text messages for a week now. Not a word. Mom sent me over with the key to make sure you weren’t hanging from the shower rod or sitting in a bath of your own blood or something. I don’t know, you know what she’s like. I told her she was being over-dramatic, but now I’m not so sure. You’ve been holed up in that apartment since the wedding, haven’t you?”
She nodded.
“There you go then, something’s wrong. And frankly, I’m not prepared to drive you home until you tell me what it is. So you can either talk now, or you can sit here until it’s time to eat again and hope I buy you another meal. The choice is yours.”
Ella sat in silence. Taylor began checking her fingernails. The stand off lasted for a good two minutes before Ella cleared her throat.
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Tough luck. Talk or sit there, your choice.”
And Ella opened her mouth to say something rude, but somehow the words she wanted didn’t come out. Other words came instead. And as she talked, Taylor sat forward, beginning to pay attention. The story came out bit by bit, and then in a terrifying flood of words that she just couldn’t stop. Tears came, but she sniffed them away, the relief of spilling the story too great now for her to want to stop. And only when she was totally done, had caught up to the point where she’d almost stabbed her sister thinking she was a thief, did she stop.
Taylor got up and disappeared. Ella took the time to collect herself. Had she really just spilled her guts to her sister of all people? Taylor was never her first choice for secret sharing. Had never been. She blew her nose on a napkin and then Taylor was back carrying two cups.
“Milkshakes,” she explained, putting one in front of Ella and taking one for herself.
“Thanks.”
Taylor took a long slurp. “So, I guess I can see why you’re shut up like a hermit,” she said. Then she slurped again.
So that was it? No critique? No listing of her flaws or all she’d done wrong? This wasn’t what Ella had expected in the slightest. Suspicious now, she sucked down some of her own milkshake. Then she realized something. Taylor had got married six days ago. Six days since the wedding, six days since... She didn’t finish the thought. But that did mean that something was wrong with this picture.
“Uh, why are you here?” she asked.
Taylor rolled her eyes. “Mom sent me, I told you. It was easier to do as I was told than to fight it. So here I am.”
“No,” said Ella. “That’s not what I meant. I mean why are you here in Oakview at all. Aren’t you supposed to be on your honeymoon?”



Chapter Seventeen
“If you ever answered your phone then you’d know that I’m not,” Taylor said, still sipping at her milkshake.
Ella frowned. “And why not?” she asked, fearing the worst. Her sister was very capable of getting married and then leaving her new husband inside of a week in her opinion.
Taylor sighed. “Because Dane got the chance to be in on a big transplant operation. It’s not the sort of opportunity that comes along often, you know.”
“And he cancelled the honeymoon?”
“No,” Taylor said, looking directly at her. “I cancelled it.”
This did not compute. Not coming from her little sister. Taylor sighed again, then shook her head.
“You know, you think you know me, but I bet you don’t,” she said. “All this wedding stuff, the big party, the formal dress, that was all Dane’s plan, not mine. I did it to make him happy. As far as I was concerned we could have run off to Vegas.”
And that definitely didn’t compute.
“You look at me and you see your selfish brat of a sister,” said Taylor. “But the truth of the matter is that the only thing important to me was actually getting married. The only thing I wanted was to be Dane’s wife. However that happened.”
“Why?” asked Ella, suddenly curious.
Taylor shrugged. “Because I couldn’t imagine my world without him. Because without him I would... well, I suppose I’d do what you did and lock myself away in a dark hovel to die in my own filth.”
Ella ignored the insult. “But you had us running around like chickens with their heads cut off.”
“I wanted Dane to be happy, the big wedding was what he wanted, and it’s what he got. I know this operation is important to him, so postponing the honeymoon was the least I could do. We’ll go away next month, it’s not completely cancelled.”
And wheels were starting to turn, her thoughts were turning inwards. Life without Ema. She’d had life without Ema. And the problem was that life with Ema was technicolor. Everything else just faded into black and white. Was she willing to have that old black and white life again?
Taylor was watching her, sipping slowly at her straw. Then she leaned forward.
“Can I ask something?”
Ella nodded.
“From what I can see your best friend and lover has told you something, and a creepy, slimy guy that almost assaulted you has told you the opposite. And you decided to believe the creepy, slimy guy. Why?”
A good question. A very good question. And suddenly Taylor seemed older, wiser somehow. Besides, she’d already spilled the rest of the story.
“Because it was easier to believe, I suppose,” she answered. “Because...”
“Because it’s easier to sabotage a chance of happiness than it is to risk having happiness and potentially losing it,” finished Taylor. “But that’s bullshit, and you know it. A relationship is about love and trust and risk and failure and a million other things. It’s never just perfect. And even if, and I’m not saying it is, but even if what slimy guy told you is true, then so what? Ema was involved with him possibly, but it was before she met you again. Did you expect her to be chaste and wait for you to re-appear in her life?”
She hated this, hated that Taylor was right, hated that it had taken her sister of all people to point out the facts. Mind you, she hadn’t exactly given anyone else a chance to. She looked down at the cracked tabletop.
“Ella, you’re my sister, I do love you. But you’re also an idiot. Do you love Ema?”
She nodded, not looking up.
“Then you need to fix this. You have to decide. A life with her or one without her, which do you prefer? It’s really that simple.”
There was a long, aching minute where neither of them spoke. Ella was thinking and thinking. She didn’t know how to fix this. But there was one thing that she knew for sure, and that was that she didn’t want a life without Ema. Not again. Finally, she looked up.
“Take me home.”
“What? After I’ve just made all that effort to counsel you and give good advice?”
Ella grinned. “No, take me home, I need my own car for this.”
✽✽✽
 
She banged on the glass door. But it was useless. She’d known it would be. The studio was dark, the lights off, the sign saying closed, just as empty as Ema’s apartment had been. Ella pounded once more out of frustration and then leaned her hot forehead against the cool glass. The gods were against her, maybe this wasn’t meant to be at all. She wanted to weep in frustration, but there were no tears left. She took a deep breath, then another. There had to be another way.
She still had no idea how she was going to fix things, just the overwhelming idea that she had to. She had to at least try. But if she couldn’t find Ema, what was the point? She pressed redial on her cell and called Ema’s number for the twentieth time. The pre-recorded ‘no service’ message echoed in her ear.
Okay, think. Think. The only other place she could think of that Ema went to was the bar where Taylor had had her bachelorette party. Surely she wouldn’t be there? But with a distinct lack of any other ideas, she ran back to the car and started the engine.
The bar door actually opened, though once she was inside, it was very clear that it was far too early in the day for the place to be open. Stools were on tables, a mop leant against a wall, and now tears did begin to prick in her eyes. This really was her last hope.
“Help you?”
A head stuck up from behind the bar, a girl with bleached blonde hair, her eyebrows raised in question.
“Um, not really, I mean, you’re obviously closed.”
The girl shrugged. “Yeah, but if you’re in such dire need of a drink that you’re willing to come into a bar at one in the afternoon I suppose I could help you out. Unless you’re an alcoholic that is. Are you?”
She stood up properly, depositing liquor bottles on the counter, and Ella stepped forward.
“Not an alcoholic, no. And not really in dire need of a drink either. I was just looking for someone, that’s all. But obviously she’s not here, so I don’t want to waste your time.”
“Looking for who?” asked the girl, curiously.
“A friend, a... just someone. She comes in here sometimes. A dancer. Pretty, dark haired, comes in after work sometimes.”
The girl’s face creased into a frown.
“Comes in with a foreign guy sometimes?” she asked. “Tall dude, hair got so much product in it that it looks greasy?”
Ella’s heart sped up a little. “That’s her.”
The girl shook her head. “Not here, obviously,” she said. “And I don’t even know her name, so I’m afraid that I’m not going to be any help at all.”
And her heart sank again. She was turning, already saying goodbye, already walking out, when the girl called after her.
“I know where the guy lives though, if you’re interested?”
✽✽✽
 
She hammered on the door. Her fists were beginning to ache from all the door knocking she was doing. But she could hear someone inside and knew that she was in luck this time. In luck because Cristof was home, and in luck because one of the bartender’s friends had had a brief fling with the guy, meaning she knew where he lived. It was an apartment complex just like her own, and she’d found his place without a problem. The real problem was going to be getting him to tell her what she needed to know.
She hammered again, stopping only when the door cracked open. Quickly, she pushed her foot into the crack, blocking the door from closing again.
“Ah, it is you.”
Her mouth was dry, but she forced herself to talk. “Damn right it’s me, where’s Ema?”
He shrugged. “She is not here.”
“No, but you know where she is, don’t you? She wouldn’t leave town without telling you where she was going. The studio’s closed. So where is she?”
He licked his lips. “I do not know, and if I did know, I would not tell you.”
Ella laughed. “You do know, and you will tell me. Want to know why?”
He tried to look like he didn’t care, but she could see a glint of worry in his eyes. “Why?” he asked, suspiciously.
“Because I know who you are, Christopher.” She emphasized the name. “I know all about you. This fake foreign stuff doesn’t fool me. And if you don’t tell me where Ema is then I’ll just have to post everything I know online. Facebook, Yelp reviews of the studio. Everywhere I can think of.”
There was a small hesitation as he glanced outside the door, and seeing no one else there, he opened the door wide and pulled her inside. For just a second she was scared. Wondered what she’d gotten herself into. He could do anything to her here, and she had no way of defending herself. But his face was pale.
“I tell you where she is and you leave me the hell alone,” he said, his thick foreign accent gone now. “Forget you ever knew me.”
“Exactly,” she said, with more confidence than she felt.
“It’ll make no difference,” he said, as though he was talking to himself. “No difference at all.”
“It will make a difference to me,” she said. “And as for you, I’ve got no interest in what you do. You can run off to Canada for all I care. You’re a sleazy, slimy guy who’s mad because he can’t get the girl that he wants.”
“I got the girl, I showed you the pictures,” he said, confidence returning.
“See, I don’t care,” she spat. “I honestly don’t. So tell me where she is and I’ll keep your little secret, otherwise...”
She didn’t need to finish.
“She’s been invited to take part in a special tango class,” he said.
And she could tell that he was telling the truth, but there was something else. Something that made him think that he was going to come out on top of all of this, she could see it in his eyes.
“Where?”
He grinned. “Buenos Aires,” he said, triumphantly.
“I need the address.”
She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of showing any surprise or shock. His eyes still on hers, he pulled out his phone from his pocket, slid open a message, and turned the screen to face her. The name of the school. That was all she needed. She took a breath.
And then she was gone, running out the door, down the stairs, back to her car. Then she was driving, screeching into her own parking lot, slamming into her own apartment. There was a duffle bag at the top of the closet, and she pulled it down, hastily shoving clothes into it. She grabbed her credit card and passport, and at the last minute shoved her laptop into the bag too. And then she was locking her front door, going back to the car, the bag hanging from her shoulder.
She gave herself no time to think about it. She had no plan. This was just something she had to do. It was necessary. Ema needed to know. Ema was tired of chasing her, running after her, so screw it, she was going to chase Ema for a change.
She drove as carefully as she could, trying not to speed, parking in the long term lot at the airport because she had no idea how long she’d be gone for. And when she got into the airport, she ran to the nearest desk.
“I need to get to Buenos Aires, Argentina. As fast as possible.”
The clerk looked up at her and obviously saw something in her face that said there was nothing to be discussed. She looked down again and started typing into her terminal. Ella hitched her bag further up her shoulder, her brain screaming at her that this was crazy. She was crazy. What the hell was she going to do in Argentina? What was she going to do if Ema didn’t want to see her? Didn’t even want to talk?
“I’ve got a flight leaving in two hours that connects in Chicago and Miami, arriving in Buenos Aires tomorrow morning at nine.”
“I’ll take it.”
The clerk looked up again. “It’s going to come to eleven hundred and eighty dollars,” she said, a worried frown on her face.
There went her chances of getting the car’s air conditioning fixed any time soon.
“I’ll take it,” she said again.
Minutes later, ticket in hand, she was pushing in front of the check in line, seeing the look of concern on the attendant’s face when she said she only had hand luggage.
“It’s a last minute business trip,” she said, hoping that would explain things.
And then she was going through security, having her bag checked, having her shoes taken off and her laptop opened. And then, suddenly, she was on the other side, with nothing to do but wait, her heart thudding, her brain still screaming at her for being an idiot.
She found her gate and found herself a seat, sitting on the very edge of it. If only she could jump onto the plane right now, right this second. Everything else had been so fast she hadn’t had time to think. Now there was plenty of time. She pulled out her phone, opened up the messaging app.
CinderElla>> I’ve done something dumb.
There was barely a second before the reply came through.
Benji 101>> What? Are you okay? Ella, should I come get you?
She grinned.
CinderElla>> You’d have a tough time doing that. I’m sitting at the gate waiting for a flight to Buenos Aires.
Now there was a pause, one lengthy enough that she had time to glance around her, seeing other passengers beginning to arrive.
Benji101>> What’s in Buenos Aires?
CinderElla>> Ema.
Benji101>> Okaaaaay...
It took the better part of half an hour to fill him in, to tell him everything. Mostly because she had to type everything with her thumbs. But she wanted him to know. Half of her wanted him to tell her that she was crazy, the other half wanted his support. And when she was done, the story told, there was a short wait before his reply came.
Benji101>> You sure you’re doing the right thing?
CinderElla>> Nope.
Benji101>> But you’re going to do it anyway?
CinderElla>> Yep. I’m going to trust the fact that she loves me as much as she says, loves me enough to at least hear me out. Mistake?
Benji101>> Maybe. But isn’t that what life’s about? Making mistakes and learning from them, and occasionally getting things right?
She laughed loud enough that the old woman next to her turned to look.
CinderElla>> I guess so.
Benji101>> Good luck then. Let me know when you arrive safe. And, um, let me know if you get kidnapped by bandits or something and need a ransom. I could scrape up twenty bucks or so.
CinderElla>> Thanks so much.
Benji101>> Not a problem. One thing. Probably not a great time to ask this and all, but there’s a little time pressure here.
CinderElla>> Shoot.
Benji101>> Er, I got the number of one of the bridesmaids at the wedding. I’m thinking of asking her out. Would that be okay? Or is it weird with her being your sister’s friend and all?
She laughed again.
CinderElla>> Perfectly fine. Just do a better job than I did with Ema, promise me that.
Benji101>> You’ve got my word. And Ella, be careful out there. Seriously. Call me if you need anything.
A chime sounded and there was the beginnings of movement around her.
CinderElla>> I will. And thank you. For everything.
The woman next to her stood up, clutching her handbag in one hand. Ella looked towards the board above the gate. And as she watched, the sign began to flash one word. Boarding.



Chapter Eighteen
She realized as soon as she stepped off the plane that she’d made a mistake. Not in coming. But in not putting at least a little planning into things. In her thin tank top and jeans she shivered as she negotiated her way to the taxi rank. Obviously, it was winter in Argentina, being below the equator and all that. Something she really could have thought of sooner. She shivered again as she opened the door of a cab and climbed in.
“Hola, necesito ir aqui,” she said, holding out a paper with the name of the dance school and the address that she’d gleaned from the internet.
The driver grinned.
“So, you’re a dancer, no?”
“Um, no, I’m not,” she said, grateful that he spoke English and she wouldn’t need to pull out her rusty high school Spanish.
He pulled away from the curb. “But you want to be a dancer, no? This is one of the most famous tango schools in the city. Why else would you go here?”
She lay her head back on the seat and closed her eyes. She was exhausted. She’d slept a little on the plane, but really not enough. She was running on pure adrenaline now, and the longer she stayed awake the more and more foolish her idea seemed.
“I’m going for love,” she said, without thinking about it.
“Ah, for love. Your man is dancing here and you go to catch him?”
She smiled a little.
“My woman,” she said, finding the words awkward. “And not to catch her, to talk to her.”
He nodded, seeming unfazed by the gender switch.
“Then there is only one thing that you must know about talking to a woman. I am Argentine, we are the greatest lovers in the world, we love, we fight, everything we do with passion. But if you want a woman to listen, to truly listen, then you must bare your heart. It is the only way. Believe me.”
She said nothing, wanting to drift in her own mind, wanting to sleep. And he obliged her, staying silent until the car drew up in front of a building that seemed better suited to Paris than Buenos Aires. She paid the driver with money she’d changed at the airport.
“Good luck,” he smiled, showing a missing tooth.
She was going to need it. As the car drew away she looked around, noting the wide street, the classical style building. Buenos Aires was nothing like she’d expected, not that she’d really given things much thought. She pulled her bag onto her shoulder. It was now or never. She’d come this far.
The school was obviously large. No one stopped her as she wandered inside. Classrooms seemed to be everywhere, and she peered through windows, cracked open doors, despairing that she’d ever find Ema. Now that would be just her luck. She tramped up yet another set of stairs. This was a stupid idea, she was an idiot. A complete idiot.
And then she saw her. She was laughing, exiting a classroom, talking to a tall, dark girl. And Ella’s heart stood still. She froze, not knowing what to do, what to say. Ema was already bidding the other girl goodbye, was already turning. Then their eyes met. Ema’s eyes widened in surprise.
“You,” she said.
“Me.”
There was an agonizing moment when Ella thought that maybe, just maybe, Ema would run into her arms. A moment when she thought that perhaps everything would be okay.
And then Ema was pushing past her.
“I have nothing to say to you.”
She was going, walking away, and Ella felt her world crumbling around her. She slid down the wall until she was sitting on the floor, her bag at her feet, the pain so deep, so intense that she could barely breathe.
This was it. Everything. It was over. She’d screwed up so badly that nothing could fix it. Except... except she wasn’t done yet, was she? Was she really willing to let Ema just walk out of her life?
She grabbed her bag and set off at a run. Bounding down the stairs, praying she was taking the right corridor, pushing through the front doors, stopping only to look in each direction before she saw the pink of Ema’s leotard and then running again.
“I love you!” she shouted at the top of her lungs.
People stopped to stare, but she didn’t care. Ema didn’t even pause, she continued walking and Ella kept running.
“I believe you!” she shouted.
And now Ema did stop. She stopped and turned around, her mouth set in a hard line, waiting until Ella caught up, breathless.
“Of course you believe me now, now that you’ve seen the evidence,” she said. “That’s not the same thing as trust, you know, having to have things proven to you. It’s not the same thing at all.”
Ella tried to catch her breath, preparing to speak, preparing to say again that she believed her, that she did trust her. And then her brain caught up with the conversation.
“Evidence?” she said. “What evidence? What are you talking about?”
Ema rolled her eyes. “You take Cristof’s word over mine, and don’t believe me until you see evidence to the contrary. How’s that supposed to make me feel? Like you really trust me? Really love me? I don’t know why I bothered sending the email in the first place, except that I didn’t want to be the villain in this little piece. I should have blocked you and left well enough alone.”
Ella frowned. Email. Email? And then she remembered the notification that she’d dismissed days ago.
“I didn’t open the email,” she said. “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.”
The lack of sleep, the lack of real food, the chasing after Ema, all were beginning to catch up with her. She felt herself sway a little, the inside of her head fuzzy. She had no clue what was going on. She smelled the fumes of the cars, the perfume of a passer-by, and she swayed a little more, wondering if she was going to fall, and not really awake enough to do anything about it. Then there was a warmth on her arm. Ema held her elbow.
“You look like death. Come on.”
Ema led her slowly to a nearby cafe, sitting her down, and barking out an order for coffee. And when their drinks came and Ella took the first hot, caffeinated sip, she felt temporarily slightly better.
“What’s going on, talk to me, Ella.”
The use of her full name wasn’t lost on her. She swallowed another sip of coffee and then began.
“I screwed up, so badly. And then I talked to Anna, my ex, and to Taylor, and I realized how dark and horrible my life is without you, so I came to tell you that I know I made mistakes and I want to fix them. I just don’t know how.”
Ema nodded. “Okay.”
It obviously wasn’t enough. She wasn’t enough. Bare your heart, she told herself, remembering the taxi driver, tell her everything.
“I– I find it difficult to trust people,” she said. And it was the first time she’d ever said the words. “Since, well, since prom, I guess. I trusted you so wholly and completely, with all my heart. And then afterwards, well, I never had the courage to trust anyone again. I’m not blaming you, I know all that was a misunderstanding, I’m just telling you what my life has been like since then. Every relationship  I’ve had, with anyone, has been built on me controlling everything because I couldn’t trust anyone else to do what needed to be done. And I know that’s not good, I know I can’t live that way, can’t love that way. I want to be better.”
She closed her eyes, they felt so heavy, and felt tears leaking out from under her eyelids. There was the sound of a sigh.
“You’re tired, the trip down here is long. Perhaps I should get you back to your hotel and put you to bed. We can talk about this tomorrow.”
Ella gave a small laugh and opened her eyes again.
“What?” asked Ema.
“Um, I don’t have a hotel.”
Ema stared at her, confused. “And your luggage?”
Ella pointed down at the duffle bag. “You’re looking at it.”
“So... what was the plan here exactly?”
Ella shrugged. “No plan. Basically, get here, tell you that I’m sorry, that I love you, and sort of... take things from there, I guess.”
“No plan?” Ema said, nodding thoughtfully. “And you definitely didn’t open the email I sent you?”
Ella bent down and zipped open her bag, pulling out her laptop and setting it on the table. A small sign on the wall listed the cafe’s wifi name and password, so she connected and then opened up her email. She spun the computer around so that Ema could see her email nestled in the middle of a ton of other new messages. Unread.
“I didn’t read it. I don’t have to, not now. If you tell me you had nothing to do with Cristof, then I believe you,” she said, simply. “And even if you don’t, well, who cares? You’re not mine, I can’t control what you do with other people, and I shouldn’t be able to. You know what you’re doing.”
And Ema was reaching across the table, taking her hand, shaking her head.
“What?”
And now she was squeezing her hand, blinking away tears.
“I am yours,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I’ve always been yours, will always be yours. I love you, El. Remember that conversation we had on your bed before prom? About how we were young and how we didn’t know what we wanted, if we really wanted each other?”
Ella nodded.
“I know now. I think I probably always did. Every other person I’ve been with has been compared to you, you’re the yardstick that I measure everyone by. And no one has measured up. No one. Ever. I’m absolutely and completely yours, El.”
Ella bit her lip.
“But... what about all the other stuff. What about me not trusting people, about... everything?”
“You trust more than you think. You came all the way here, with no plan, no bed to sleep in. On some level you must trust me, must believe in me.”
“I–”
“It’s something we can work on, El. Something we can work on together. As long as you’re willing to change, willing to work on the problem. I think we might be able to figure it out.”
And she didn’t really realize at first what Ema was saying. It took a few seconds for her brain to catch up, for the words to sink in.
“You mean...?”
Ema nodded. “If you want to. I mean... Jesus. Okay. Clear talk. Ella, I love you. I would very much like to be your girlfriend and for you to be my girlfriend. What do you think?”
And the tears were streaming down her face now. All she could do was nod.
“There, that wasn’t so hard now, was it?” said Ema. “But there’s one thing I’d like you to do for me.”
“Anything.”
“I want you to open the email, please. I want all this shit to be over, everything cleared up so that we can start fresh and new and trusting. So please open it and read it.”
Still disbelieving, still trembling inside and out, Ella turned the laptop back to herself and clicked on the email. Pictures began to load. The internet connection was slow, and she glanced up at Ema.
“It’s fine,” Ema said. “I just want you to understand.”
She nodded silently, and looked back at her screen. The pictures had loaded. She enlarged them. They were... a program? She bent closer. She recognized the shots from Cristof’s phone, but could see now that what he’d shown her had been cropped images.
“It’s the program from a show we did together,” Ema said. “A modern retelling of Sleeping Beauty. I spent quite a lot of the show in bed. Sometimes with Cristof. But all on stage.”
“He lied.”
She didn’t know why it came as such a surprise. Of course he’d lied.
“Cristof tried from the very beginning to get me into bed. I wasn’t interested. Even before I met you again, I wasn’t interested. It stung him, offended him, made him moody. But we danced so well together that I let it go.” Ema sighed. “I’ll have to get rid of him somehow.”
Ella stared at the pictures. “You don’t have to,” she said, quietly. “If you’re so good together, I mean you win prizes and stuff, right? And then there’s the studio. Getting rid of him altogether would be difficult.”
“No,” said Ema. “He has to go. Not because it will make you feel better, but because it will make me feel better. I could handle him being offended, handle his womanizing, and him just generally being an asshole. But this is different. He deliberately lied and manipulated someone I care about. Someone I care about deeply. I’ll figure something out.”
Ella closed the laptop. She didn’t know how she felt. She was so tired that her emotions were clouded. She was afraid, that she knew. Afraid that she would blow a second chance. But more than anything there was a bubbling, light feeling inside her. Happiness. She was happy, she decided.
Then Ema stood up, took the laptop and slipped it away, put a handful of coins on the table, and pulled Ella out of her chair.
“You need sleep,” she said. “Let’s get you to bed.”
She picked up Ella’s bag and Ella didn’t have enough energy to stop her. Soon she was being propelled along the street, her feet feeling like they were floating, and then through a door and up some stairs, and then through another door, and then she was being pushed down onto a bed. She fully intended to get up, to undress herself, to... something. But her eyes closed as her head hit the pillow. And it felt so good that she just couldn’t open them again.
✽✽✽
 
She awoke to pale sunshine glowing on her pillow, and the warm weight of an arm around her. It took a second to remember where exactly she was. And when she did remember, she gasped. The sound woke Ema.
“What? Are you okay?”
Ella rolled over. Ema’s face was sleepy, her hair ruffled.
“I– I think so. I just...”
“Yeah,” said Ema, face creasing into a smile. “Kind of a big thing, huh?”
But waking up next to her felt so... natural. So normal. Ella rolled over onto her back.
“I put you in a difficult position. I mean just arriving here with no hotel or anything. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to impose. I guess... I mean if you’ve changed your mind or anything...”
She was stopped by Ema’s face appearing above hers. She was frowning.
“Listen very carefully, El, because I’m only going to say this once. I love you. There is nothing in this world that I want more than to wake up next to you every morning for the rest of my life. I will never betray you, I will never lie to you, I will never leave you. In return, you have to do one thing. Trust me. That’s it. I never want to be without you again. Never. Do you believe that?”
And as warmth grew in her stomach, as she looked deep into Ema’s blue yes, she thought that she had never, ever believed anything so much in her life. Her heart was pounding, her blood was racing, her breathing coming faster, and she lifted her hand, pulled Ema’s face down to hers so that their lips met in sweet softness.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I believe that.”
She deepened the kiss, tasting Ema, filling her nose with her scent, feeling her body press down on hers. And then hands started moving down her body, and she shivered with delight. Ema kissed her way down her neck, dropping a light kiss on each of her nipples that made her moan. She could already feel herself warm and wet, knew that she was ready as Ema slowly moved downwards, parting her legs in anticipation of what was to come.
And then Ema’s head disappeared between her legs, the soft, warm wetness of her tongue starting to lap and tease and Ella closed her eyes, knowing that nothing had ever been so perfect before in her life.
It didn’t take long. The rhythmic movements of Ema’s tongue pushed her further and further up the hill, her breathing faster and faster, and when she saw the apex in sight she made no attempt to control anything. She breathed into it and let Ema push her up and over the edge. Her vision exploded into stars, tiny prickles of light that she felt over her entire body. Moans and gasps that she only vaguely recognized as her own rang through the air, and she floated up into the sweet darkness of the starry sky letting the feelings explode around her. Only slowly did she sink back to earth. Only slowly did she recover her senses as Ema crawled back up her body and nestled into her arms.
“What now?” asked Ema.
“Well...” said Ella, grinning. “I did have a couple of ideas...”
“That’s not what I meant. I meant what now with us? Do we go back to Oakview? Do we stay here? Do we run away to Australia? What are we going to do?”
Ella rolled over, placing her hand on the warmth of Ema’s stomach. Then she bent and began kissing her neck.
“Why make plans?” she whispered, still kissing. “Let’s live in the moment. At least for now. I’ve got my next ten minutes or so planned out. Do we need more than that?”
Ema laughed, and the laugh turned into a groan as Ella’s mouth sank lower.
“Live for the moment, eh?” she said, her voice breathy and full of need.
“That’s always been my philosophy,” said Ella, her hands sliding down the curve of Ema’s waist. “Or at least it is now.”



Epilogue
“Dammit!” Ella swore and stuck her thumb in her mouth, sucking away the pain of the hammer blow.
“Everything going okay over there?” asked Ema, popping her head around the door of the studio.
“Yeah, absolutely fine, except my natural clumsiness is shining through.”
Ema saw what she was doing and came over to investigate. Five photographs were already hung, each showing a dancer or pair of dancers in action. The lines were clean, the sense of movement real and alive.
“Love them,” said Ema, studying the first print. “They’re amazing. And perfect to liven up reception. Are they all yours?”
“These ones are,” said Ella, standing back to get a better view. “I’ve got a couple of students working on projects that might fit as well. I’m holding off judgement until I see the finished product though.”
“Students, that sounds so weird.”
Ella rolled her eyes. “Tell me about it. But since the university is thinking of renewing my contract and making photography classes a permanent part of the curriculum, then we’re both just going to have to get used to me having students.”
“I’m guessing they’re happy with you then,” Ema said, shooting her a glance. “And what about you? Happy teaching?”
A wide grin was the only answer she needed. Ella loved teaching. She hadn’t been convinced when Ema’s friend Eva had set her up with the interview, but she’d found that she truly enjoyed her new job. Plus, she still had plenty of time to work on freelance designs for Benji and the magazine, so everything was working out perfectly.
“Hey, you don’t mind do you?” she asked now, turning to Ema. “I mean, you don’t mind me hanging the pictures here?”
“Ella, the studio is half yours now. At least your name’s on the lease as much as mine is. So it’s up to you what you do. And we agreed that reception would make a good gallery wall. Which reminds me, we need to get that store room cleaned out if your students are going to have any chance of holding an exhibition there.”
Ella wrinkled her nose at the thought of cleaning up the distinctly filthy storeroom. But she definitely saw the potential there. It was a wide, open room, light filtering in from high windows, it would be perfect when cleaned.
“And... I need to get my act together. Tom will be here any minute.”
“Tom? That’s his name?”
“Yep. Hopefully, he’s better than the last two candidates. I’m beginning to think that Cristof is irreplaceable, and that’s not a nice thought at all.”
Ella’s heart beat a little harder at Cristof’s name. But she could see the worry etched on Ema’s face. A dancer without a partner was nothing. And not only did she need a partner for competitions, but also to help her run the studio properly. Ella was more than happy handling the administrative side of things, but she couldn’t teach men to dance.
“You know,” she said. “You could always ask Cristof back again. I mean, if you want to. If it would make life easier.”
She tried to ignore the bite of jealousy and anger that his name provoked. She hated the idea of him coming back. But if that was what Ema needed, well, she’d just have to get used to it. Ema laid a hand on her arm.
“Thank you,” she said. “But let’s hope that’s not necessary. You never know, Tom might turn out to be just what we need.”
As she spoke, there was a rush of warm air and the bell over the front door rang.
“Speak of the devil,” Ema said, and ran off to greet the potential partner.
Ella turned back to her pictures, measuring carefully, hammering in nails, and managed to get the rest of the prints hung without injuring herself further. When she was done, she stood back to survey her work, nodding in satisfaction as she listened to the hum of music coming from the studio.
Without really thinking, she wandered over to the window, wanting just a peek at how the new guy was doing. And what she saw made her sink to the couch, breathless with the beauty of it.
Tom was waltzing Ema around the floor. His steps sure, his arms held high, his face the picture of love as he looked down at his partner. Even in jeans and dance shoes, the two managed to make the perfect couple. They flowed together, their bodies molding into one, every choreographed step looking as fresh and natural as if it was happening on impulse. It quite literally took her breath away.
She sat and watched, her heart aching with the beauty of it, her stomach pierced with a sharp pain that she knew was jealousy. A pain that she knew she needed to ignore. Rationally, she could see it now. The two had just met, there was no way they could be as in love as they looked. It was all an act, part of the show, but they were so good that they made it look real. She swallowed and shook off the feeling, instead turning her mind to what fantastic photographs she could make of the pair. An entire exhibition maybe, just the two of them, capturing that energy of movement, those perfect lines, the curves of cheekbones mirrored by the flowing line of a dress perhaps.
And when the music stopped and she saw the smile on Ema’s face, she knew that she’d found her new dance partner, and strangely the pain in her stomach stopped. Simply seeing Ema so happy was enough. She went into the back room, pulling the bottle of champagne from the fridge that Ema had been keeping for just this moment. When she returned to the reception desk, they were already waiting for her.
“Ella, this is Tom,” she said. “And Tom, this is Ella, my fiancee.”
“Girlfriend,” corrected Ella. “But pleased to meet you anyway. And unless I’m wrong, one of us should be popping open this bottle, no?”
Tom had a huge grin on his face and was nodding.
“I saw you guys,” said Ella, as Tom took the bottle from her hands. “You looked amazing.”
“We just sort of gelled,” Tom said, and then there was the popping of the cork and Ella pushed three glasses along the counter towards him.
“It was amazing,” said Ema
“Then to new partners,” Ella said, raising her glass.
They all drank.
“You’ll have to come over for dinner, Tom,” said Ella. “Ema’s a mean cook.”
“Not as good as I’m going to be,” said Ema. “Next summer we’re planning on taking a month off to go to Paris. Ella’s going to make some pictures there, she’s a photographer. And I’m enrolling in a French cookery course.”
“Maybe I’ll save up my dinner invitation until then,” Tom said, with a laugh.
“No,” said Ella. “You’ll need to be able to compare the before and after.”
“Not a bad plan,” Tom said. “I’d love to come. Would it be alright if I brought my husband? He’ll be dying to meet you too.”
Ema shot Ella a smug look, and Ella laughed.
“Absolutely,” she said. “We’d love to meet him too.”
“Which reminds me, I hate to drink and run, but I need to go pick up groceries and share the good news, a job at last!”
When he was gone, Ella slowly sipped the last of her champagne whilst Ema turned off the studio lights and made sure everything was ready for the morning. The reception lights dimmed and Ella was turning off the computer when Ema came back.
“I didn’t make a mistake,” Ema said. “Or at least I don’t think I did.”
“A mistake?” Ella said, distracted by the computer. “With Tom? I don’t think so. He seems perfect.”
“No,” said Ema. “I mean I didn’t make a mistake when I introduced you as my fiancee.”
“Yes you did, I mean...”
She was brought up short when she looked up to see Ema holding out a small black velvet box.
“El, no one makes me happier than you. You’re my life, my world, and I never again want to take the risk of being without you. I would be honored if you’d consider being my wife.”
The box was shaking, Ema’s hands were trembling, and Ella just managed to get around the desk and take her into her arms before the tears came. She held Ema close, feeling the shaking of her body, feeling her warmth, and letting the salty tears run down her face. For a long time they stood in the dimness of the studio, just holding each other.
“Is that a yes or a no?” asked Ema, finally pulling away.
“Yes,” said Ella. “Yes, yes, yes. All the yesses. There’s no one in the world that I’d rather be with than you, and it would be my privilege to be your wife.”
“Open the box then,” said Ema.
Ella took the box and flipped it open to reveal a plain white gold band. Reverently lifting it out, she slid it onto her finger. It fit to perfection.
“Take it off, look inside,” Ema insisted.
Doing as she was told, Ella removed the ring and held it up to the light. Inside a small symbol was neatly inscribed. It took her a moment to realize what it was. Then she saw it. Two E’s gently intertwined.
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Learn to Love
Chapter One
The car screeched as it pulled away from the curb, pressing Lex back in her seat. She side-eyed her sister. Now probably wasn’t the time to be criticizing her driving skills. She kept her mouth firmly shut as the car slid out of the airport security gates and onto the highway.
How long had it been? Five years? Six? They’d emailed occasionally, sent the odd text or two. But they were hardly close. Not exactly anyone’s fault, Lex thought, just the way things were. You didn’t pick your family, and if she and Lana had been complete strangers her sister wasn’t the kind of person she’d make friends with. Not that Lana was a bad person, far from it. She was very good in fact. Which could be part of the problem.
“It’s nice of you to let me stay at your place,” Lex said now.
Lana shrugged. “Not a big deal. I spend most of time at Jax’s anyway. You’ll have the apartment to yourself mostly.”
“Jax the new guy?”
“New?” asked Lana, her bright pink hair glowing in the sunlight. “Eight months isn’t exactly new.”
Lex swallowed. She really wasn’t in the mood for any kind of argument. Arguments did seem to sneak up on her though. Still, she was going to try to be nice.
“Where did you meet?” she asked, politely.
“Ugh, complicated,” said Lana, moving over a lane. “He used to be the landlord of my boss’s wife, Lucy. So he comes into the coffee shop all the time. It just kind of happened. He’s a sweet guy though, I think you’ll like him.”
And she probably would. Lana had always had good taste in men. Far better than Lex’s taste in women anyway.
“Eight months is a long time.”
“A long time for me, you mean,” said Lana, tartly.
“Well...”
Lana waved a hand. “It’s fine, we’re not getting off on the wrong foot now. I’m sorry. Yeah, eight months is a long time. But, what can I say? When it’s right, it’s right. And with Jax it’s right. People change, I guess.”
“People don’t change, they settle,” said Lex, without thinking.
She saw her sister purse her lips, she was obviously biting her tongue. Crap. She really needed to learn to think before opening her mouth. Pissing Lana off was the last thing she needed, particularly since she was now depending on her for a free place to crash.
The car buzzed along the highway, and Lex stared out of the window, anxious for her first glimpse of Oakview. On the internet it seemed a cool place, and if her sister lived here it couldn’t be too bad. It wasn’t exactly where Lex wanted to be though. If she closed her eyes she could imagine the soft ocean breeze on her hair, the hot tropical sun beating down on her skin, the smell of coconut suntan oil. Then Lana cleared her throat. Here it came then. The lecture. It had to happen sometime, she supposed.
“So, what are your plans?” said Lana.
A polite precursor question. Lex was immediately suspicious. Lana had surely discussed the plans with their mother, knew what was going on here. But she wanted to hear the words from Lex’s own mouth. Fine then.
“I’m already enrolled in the GED program at Oakview University,” she said. “I’ll find a job for a few weeks, earn some cash, and buckle down and finish my classes. I’ve got half my credits already, so it shouldn’t take too long. Then I’ll be out of your hair. Promise.”
“And in the meantime, mom’s paying all your bills.”
Here it came, any minute now.
“Mom’s paying the minimum payment on all my credit cards,” said Lex, carefully. “That was the agreement. She does that, I pass my GED, then I get a better job and start paying off the debt myself. I don’t really see what that has to do with you. It’s an agreement between me and mom, it doesn’t affect you in the slightest.”
“Sure it does,” Lana said, weaving around a slow moving car and getting back in lane. “It affects me because for as long as you’re here I’m responsible for you.”
Lex snorted. “I’m twenty eight years old, Lana. I don’t need someone to be responsible for me.”
“Right.” Lana’s voice had the tightness of anger now. “You’re twenty eight years old, your mother is paying off your massive credit card debt, and you’ve never finished a damn thing in your life, Lex. Really think you’re going to get that GED? Get a better job? Or are you going to disappear off to another commune, or a beach somewhere, where no one hears from you for months at a time, until you reappear one day begging for money again? Huh?”
“That’s not... You wouldn’t understand.”
And she wouldn’t. Not Lana. Lana had always known exactly who she was and what she wanted. She didn’t know the swimming feeling of not knowing where you fit in, the process of finding yourself that had been so important to Lex. Not that she was totally sure what she wanted, but at least now she definitely knew what she didn’t want.
“I understand just fine. I understand that you never take responsibility for anything, that you’ve never had a proper job or a proper relationship, that you’d rather sit around on a beach and meditate or whatever the hell you do than actually live a mature life. That I understand.”
Lex’s stomach flipped a little, her blood starting to run a little faster. She turned to her sister so that she was staring directly at her, and Lana kept her eyes firmly on the road.
“Really? You understand things so well, you’re so smart. So why don’t you tell me what the alternatives are then? Why don’t you just plan everything out for me so I know exactly what I’m supposed to be doing?”
“You could start by getting a job and renting an apartment and paying off your own damn debts,” spat Lana.
“And then what? Settle down, find a nice boy, get married, pop out a couple of kids and take them to Disneyworld once a year? Is that what you want? Is it?”
The car slowed down a little, she heard Lana take a deep breath and let it out slowly, felt just a little of the tension drain away.
“There’s nothing wrong with settling down with a nice girl,” she said, emphasizing the word girl. “I’m not trying to argue you straight, for God’s sake. But seriously, you need to mature a little. You need to get over this flaky, new age thing phase or whatever it is. You have responsibilities, you need to live up to them. And finding a nice girl, renting an apartment, working a nine to five job, none of those are bad things, Lex.”
“Yeah, that stuff worked out so well for mom and dad.”
And then she wished she hadn’t said it. Lex barely remembered her father, she’d been all of five when he’d walked out. She remembered how his beard scratched when he kissed her goodnight, she remembered the deep vibrations of his voice as he’d yelled in the living room below her bedroom late at night. And she could remember a weighty sadness when he left that had confused her, left her feeling guilty for wanting to play, to laugh, to run.
Lana, on the other hand, had been seven and remembered their father all too well. It was something that they never talked about, but she knew her sister had slept with an old t-shirt of their father’s that she’d found in the garage, tucking it under her pillow at night.
“Sorry,” she said, quietly.
“It’s fine,” said Lana, turning off the highway and onto a bumpier, smaller road.
She could see now the buildings of the town outlined against the horizon, poking up like petrified trees from the flatlands. A mild autumn sun stroked the fields, and Oakview looked like a little oasis. Pretty. Not big, not small, just right.
“You’re twenty eight, Lex. You need to grow up. You need to take responsibility. I get that dad leaving had an effect on you, on all of us. But you only get to blame your parents for things for so long. At some point you need to take responsibility for your own life, your own feelings, your own happiness.”
She stayed silent. Not that she necessarily disagreed, but because she knew that Lana didn’t exactly agree with what her own idea of happiness was. Lying on a beach somewhere, no responsibilities, being with other people, making friends, making love, sleeping in a different place every night. Perfection.
“The debts,” began Lana.
“Are stupid,” Lex said. “I know that. I’m an idiot. I got in over my head, first one card, then more, and before I knew it the problem was over my head and out of my control.”
“What did you spend all that money on?”
“Nothing. Everything. I don’t know.”
Plane tickets, food for the commune, hostel rooms, yoga retreats, all kinds of things. Gifts to friends, blankets for the homeless family that had camped out near her beach hut in Vietnam, buying songbirds caged at the market just to set them free. Things that at the time had seemed so necessary. Were necessary. But expensive. For a while she’d had control. Then she’d stopped opening the statements because they made her feel sick and shaky inside and the debt had started to gather like storm clouds over her head and she knew she was going to get soaked, she just didn’t know when.
“And you’re going to take care of them?”
“Yes,” she said, definitely.
She was. One way or another. She knew damn well that her mother and sister couldn’t be held accountable for her debts. She’d been sure to research that carefully. And as far as she was concerned, taking care of the debts involved not making trouble for her family. That she could definitely do.
“And you’re going to study hard and get your GED?”
“Eight weeks from now I will be the proud owner of a GED,” she said.
Lana didn’t notice that she didn’t exactly answer the question. Studying hard wasn’t precisely part of her plan. Getting the certificate was though.
“Okay then, I guess I give you a second chance. Or a third, or fourth, or whatever the hell number we’re on now.”
“Thanks.”
She tried hard not to make the word sound sarcastic, but it came out that way anyway. Lana either didn’t notice or didn’t care. She was already pulling the car into the parking lot of a small apartment building. She turned off the engine, put on the emergency brake and then turned to her sister, looking her in the eye for the first time.
“Don’t let me down, Lex,” she said. “Don’t let mom down. And don’t let yourself down. Stick with something for the first time in your life. Don’t look for the easy way out. Do things the hard way for once, and do them properly. Please.”
Lana’s blue eyes were serious and beneath the green eyeliner and pink hair and pale lipstick Lex could see the face of Lana the child, the serious older child, the one who always knew best, the one who always had everything figured out. The one who had comforted her and yelled at her and cheered her on at every opportunity. She nodded.
“’Kay.”
She reached down and unbuckled her seatbelt with a snap, and the moment was gone.
✽✽✽
 
The apartment was nice. Small, but nice. Large windows let sunlight stream in, pale yellow walls made the place seem airy and light. In the corner was a small kitchen, and the large couch pulled out into a bed. Everything she needed. Lana had thrown her a spare set of keys and left her to get settled in, and Lex was finally alone.
She pulled out the couch and up-ended her backpack onto it. Everything she owned fit into the bag, and it wasn’t particularly large. She’d always traveled light. She’d always traveled. South America, Asia, Europe. From Belgrade to Bali, from Macedonia to Mongolia. And she still hadn’t found it, the place that she knew was out there, a place where she’d be home. She figured she’d know when she found it, that there would be a feeling, a comfortableness. There were still so many places to look though. Still, looking was half the fun.
She fussed through her stuff, picking out clothes and folding them, dumping unnecessary items back into the bag. The clothes were piled up into the corner of the room, the bag went next to them, if she needed to leave in a hurry all she needed to do was shove the clothes back into the bag and run. Easy. A practice honed from years of sleeping in hostels.
She had a little cash still, and she’d need to head out to a grocery store or something, get some supplies in. Other than that though, the process of making herself at home had taken all of five minutes. She looked around seeing Lana’s stamp everywhere in the apartment. Her big sister was a good person. Letting her stay here rent free was the only way she could afford to be in Oakview at all. Lana wasn’t exactly an understanding person though. At least not of people who didn’t think the same way she did.
For all her pink hair and eyebrow piercings, Lana was as bourgeois as they came. She’d settle down eventually, let her hair grow out, ditch some of the jewelry, have a couple of kids and host Thanksgiving. Lex knew she looked more traditional than her sister, long blonde hair flowing down her back, no tattoos, no piercings, but in her heart she also knew that she could never settle down. Not like Lana would one day. Marriage, kids, a suburban house, dinner parties, not for her. As for love, simply put she didn’t believe in it. Sex sure. Love? Love was for people who settled for less, people who couldn’t handle the excitement of wandering, finding new connections, love was for people like Lana.
There was one more thing she had to do. Unzipping a pocket on her backpack she pulled out a page torn from a magazine. Turquoise waters lapped a white sand beach, palm trees towered up to a clear blue sky. Finding tape in a kitchen drawer she pasted the page up above the couch.
Thailand, where she could live for a dollar a day. Thailand where the beaches were perfect, the flow of new travelers constant, the weather beautiful. A place that could be her home. A place where she could relax and be herself. A place that demanded a high school diploma or GED equivalent to grant a residency permit.
Lex stared at the picture for a few seconds, smiling in satisfaction. Her skin prickled with the imagined heat of tropical sunshine. Eight weeks and a couple of days and she swore to herself that she’d be sitting on that beach right where the picture was taken. And the credit card companies and bailiffs and debt collectors would never be able to track her down.
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cover1.jpeg
=)
denne (A )alens

Bestselling Author of The Wrong Date





