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BESSIE

“I’ve got to take care of Mew Mew, so I won’t be able to drive Louisa to her ballet recital today. Can you go for me? Stay for her and be the supportive big sister?” My mother calls from the stables, her hands slick with cow feed as she fusses over the cows.

I groan. My back is screaming from a full day tending the crops, the smell of fresh hay still clinging to my clothes, but my mother never accepts ‘no’ as an answer.

“Sure thing, Mama,” I say with a sigh, dropping the hoe and wiping my hands on my apron. I grab Louisa, who’s already prancing around the house with excitement.

The car hums along the highway, carrying us from the dusty, open fields to the glittering chaos of the city. Louisa bounces in her seat, singing along to the recital soundtrack with all the unrestrained enthusiasm of someone who was definitely born for this life—city life, not the muddy, sweat-soaked one I inhabit.

When we arrive, the concert hall is a kaleidoscope of tutus and glitter, the air buzzing with nervous energy. Teenage girls adjust their hair in buns, their feet clicking nervously on the polished floors. Louisa’s nerves are written all over her tiny face, but she brightens a little when I squeeze her hand.

“Good luck, Lou,” I murmur, planting a quick kiss on her cheek. She mutters a small, uncertain “thanks,” and disappears backstage.

I find a seat, feeling awkward among the polished city parents who all seem to know exactly what to do. When the performance begins, though, I’m caught off guard. There’s a grace to the movements, a precision in every plié and pirouette, that I can’t help but admire. My eyes follow Louisa, marvelling at the way she moves, her fingers and toes articulating the music as if her entire body were a living instrument.

By the end, she’s flawless. I cheer louder than anyone, standing and clapping until my hands sting. Later, I treat her to dessert and promise I’ll be her carpool for every class from now on.

The following Monday, I’m back in the city, standing awkwardly in the lobby of Louisa’s dance studio. It smells of rosin and clean hardwood floors, the kind of smell that clings to you. Louisa bounds off to class, leaving me to wander the studio halls.

“Bessie?” a voice calls.

I turn, and there she is—Jenna. My heart skips a beat. She’s tall, statuesque, with hair cascading down her back and eyes that seem to flicker with warmth and mischief all at once. Her presence is commanding without being overbearing.

“Hi,” I murmur.

“Want to sit in on rehearsal?” she asks. Her smile is genuine but carries an edge, a subtle scrutiny that makes me feel like I’m under a microscope.

I nod, taking a seat at the back of the studio. The room hums with movement as the girls practice their routines, their tiny feet barely making a sound against the polished floor. Jenna moves among them, correcting a posture here, a hand placement there, but when she glances my way, it’s as if she’s measuring me—seeing what I am, what I could be.

By the end of rehearsal, she approaches me directly, her eyes locking on mine.

“Have you ever taken a ballet class, Bessie?” she asks.

I shake my head, feeling exposed under her gaze. “No. It looks... hectic,” I say, trying to sound casual.

Her laugh is soft, warm, and completely unexpected. I feel it ripple through me in a way that makes my stomach clench.

“I have adult classes if you’d like to try it out. Completely beginner-friendly. What’s your schedule? Do you work?”

“I... just work on my family farm. Usually free in the afternoons.” My voice sounds small, almost too timid, but I can’t help noticing the way she tilts her head, curious, almost challenging.

“Would you give it a try?” She hands me a pamphlet, her fingers brushing mine. My pulse jumps. I try not to linger on it, but it’s impossible.

I glance down at the pamphlet, hesitant. “I mean... is it hard?”

“No. Like I said. You can start anything.” Her smile is firm now, insistent, and I feel a flush rise in my chest.

I leave that day with the pamphlet clutched in my hand. On the drive home, the thought of ballet follows me like a persistent shadow. I think about it while plowing the fields, feeding the livestock, even while scrubbing the floor in the kitchen. Every muscle in my body aches from farm work, but the thought of Jenna’s smile, the way she looked at me, won’t leave.

Thursday comes, and I find myself standing outside her studio, dressed in the new outfit I bought for the class. My palms are sweaty. I feel completely out of place among the sleek, confident adult dancers already warming up.

When Jenna sees me, her face lights up. “You came! You’re going to love it.”

Her eyes linger on me for a moment longer than necessary, and I feel a mix of thrill and unease twist in my stomach.

We start with the basics: first position, second position, pliés, spins. My body is uncoordinated, stiff from years of farm labour, and I stumble more than once.

Jenna comes over, her hand brushing my arm as she adjusts my posture. “No, like this,” she murmurs, close enough that I can feel the warmth radiating from her body. My heart races, and I can’t decide if it’s excitement or panic—or something in between.

“Okay, maybe this isn’t for me,” I say, breathless, stepping back.

She frowns, a flash of impatience crossing her features before she masks it with her usual warm smile. “You’ll get it. You just need a little practice. Don’t be afraid to push yourself.”

I nod, but there’s a tension now between us, subtle but unmistakable. It’s in the way she watches me, the way she critiques me—not harshly, but in a way that feels intimate, almost invasive. I’m aware of every glance, every correction, every smile that lingers too long.

By the end of class, I’m exhausted, sweaty, and oddly exhilarated. Jenna catches me by the door as I’m leaving.

“You did well today,” she says softly. Her eyes search mine. “Most adults don’t last more than one class.”

I shrug, trying to play it cool, but my chest is still hammering. “I guess I’m stubborn.”

She smiles—an expression that feels equal parts encouragement and challenge. “Good. You’ll need that if you’re going to keep up.”

I leave the studio, the city lights reflecting off the car windows, thinking about her. About the way she looked at me, about the thrill of being watched, corrected, pushed. And maybe... about how much I want to impress her, even if I can’t admit it.

As I drive back to the farm, the fields stretching out like dark oceans around me, I realise that ballet might be the one place where the world I’ve always known—the dirt, the sweat, the unyielding labour—collides with something utterly new. Something... dangerous, in a way I can’t yet name.

And Jenna—well, Jenna might just be the spark that sets it all on fire.
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CHAPTER 2
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JENNA

I noticed her before she ever noticed me.

Farm girls don’t blend into ballet studios.

They carry themselves differently. Like the ground is something they own.

The first time I saw Bessie, she was sitting in the back row during Louisa’s rehearsal, boots dusty, shoulders broad, posture unconsciously solid. Not stiff. Not awkward. Just... rooted.
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