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1. BEGINNINGS

 

The air in the small, cramped bedroom smelled of fresh paint mixed with a sweet scent of vanilla and that vaguely sour smell of old sweat left over from the girls who had passed by before them. Vera had dragged her heavy suitcase over the doorstep, feeling her shoulders tremble under the weight of the emotions that had gathered in her chest like a cold stone. She was nineteen, she had come alone from the airport with a ticket paid for from her mother's savings, and with her huge dreams of illuminated stages and applause, but now, in the heart of this chaotic New York, she felt small, alien, and terribly vulnerable. Her soft, Eastern European accent betrayed her origins with every word spoken.

The bathroom door suddenly opened with a sharp squeak, and from inside came Tora, a tall, olive-skinned girl shining slightly from the shower, her pitch-black hair carelessly caught in a messy tail that fell over her shoulder. She wore only a tight white tank top that stuck to her breasts and sweatpants that barely covered her long, strong thighs, shaped by years of ballet. He wiped his hands with an old towel, and a wide smile immediately bloomed on his lips, with white and slightly crooked teeth.

"Well, you have to be Vera, right? Come on, come in once, girl, don't stand there in the door like one of those communist statues in your country," Tora said with a warm, deep laugh, her Argentine accent gave the words a playful and direct rhythm, without any restraint.

Vera blushed slightly, but she felt a wave of relief run through her chest. The tone was too frank to get upset. She pulled the suitcase further inside and began to unpack in slow, almost ritualistic motions, as if each carefully folded T-shirt had helped her anchor herself in her new life. "Yes, I'm Vera. Thank you... This room is really small, isn't it?" she murmured, looking at the cramped beds and the window that looked out onto a gray wall of the building.

The Tora throws herself on her unmade bed, leaning on her elbows, and measures her head to toe with black, sparkling eyes, full of curiosity. "Small? Well, that's luxury here, at this elite school, believe me. My last colleague was a stiff German who cried at night for her mother and smelled of boiled cabbage. You look different... more resistant. Where exactly do you come from? Moldova? Romania? It is as if you have a face of glory, with these high cheekbones and these sad eyes, as if you have already seen all the troubles of the world."

Vera dropped a thin blouse on the bed and laughed softly, a rare, shy, but true sound. "From Moldova. It's a small country, but I've been dancing for as long as I can remember. My mother sold the last jewels to pay for my ticket and accommodation. You're from Argentina, right? Tango and ballet... sounds like a dangerous combination."

Tora burst out laughing, throwing his head back, and his tank top lifted slightly, revealing a strip of smooth skin. "Dangerous? Well, I'm dangerous, Vera. Here they will break our legs, they will make us vomit after each rehearsal and they will tell us that we are never good enough. But you know what? We're going to have a hell of a lot of fun. The one from the second class, Miguel, has such a that you can crack nuts on him, but when he dances... God, it's like it's flying. Be careful not to fall in love too quickly, because ballet breaks your heart before it breaks your knees."

The conversation flowed between them naturally, like a river that finds its way through stones, full of sincere questions, cruel jokes and that quick intimacy that cramped art school dormitories give birth. Vera felt the ice in her chest begin to melt, although she knew that the coming days would be a hell of muscle pain, fierce competition, and nights when they would barely be able to fall asleep from fatigue.

Night had fallen hard over the cramped bedroom, and the orange light of a street lantern crept through the thin blinds, painting long, quivering stripes on the walls. Vera had tossed back and forth in the narrow bed for hours, her body still vibrating with the fatigue of the long flight and the emotions of the first day. Her leg muscles burned slightly after the light exercises they had done in the afternoon, but the real pain came from elsewhere – from the thought that thousands of kilometers away, her mother was probably sleeping alone in a cold apartment in Chisinau, with unpaid bills on the table. Her breathing had gradually quickened, until sleep engulfed her like a heavy, suffocating blanket.

The dream came brutally. He could see himself on stage, in the dazzling light of the spotlight, but his legs had stiffened like stone. The audience laughed. Her mother was somewhere in the room, crying, and Vera couldn't move a finger. Then the floor would crack and she would fall, fall endlessly, with her arms outstretched for something she couldn't catch. A short, almost animalistic moan escaped from his throat and he woke up suddenly, his face wet with tears and his heart beating madly in his chest. He was breathing heavily, jerky, as if the air in the room had become too thick.

The Tora, who slept in the next bed, was lying under the blanket. She was dressed only in an old, loose T-shirt that had slipped down one shoulder, revealing her collarbone and the roundness of a breast. She stood up in one elbow, her tousled black hair falling over her eyes, and looked at Vera in the dim light of the room.

"Hey... Vera? Fucked, what happened? You tremble like a leaf," murmurs the Tora in his voice hoarse with sleep, but warm. Without waiting for an answer, she got out of her bed and came directly to Vera. The mattress squeaked under her weight as she sat on the edge. "It was a nightmare, right? I've seen how you struggle. Come on, come here."

Vera hesitated for a second, embarrassed, but tears continued to run down her cheeks without being able to stop them. The Tora doesn't wait any longer. They simply slipped under Vera's thin blanket, her warm body sticking to the girl's from Moldova. A strong arm, still smelling of cinnamon-scented shower gel, grabbed her behind her waist and pulled her closer, until Vera's back pressed against Tora's chest.

"Sshsh... You're safe, girl. I'm not letting you fall anywhere," Tora whispered in her ear, her warm breath tickling the sensitive skin of her neck. Her long fingers, with gnawed nails from so many hours of bar, slowly caressed Vera's arm, in a slow, soothing rhythm. "You miss home, right? I went through this the first week. I cried like an idiot at night and in the morning I danced with swollen eyes. It's normal. You're far away, alone, and this ballet world is a merciless."

Vera took a deep breath into her chest, feeling the heat of the Tora's body penetrate her bones and drive away the trembling. He turned slowly, until they came face to face, their noses almost touching in the darkness. "I was afraid... that I'm not good enough. That he's going to send me home and I'm going to disappoint everyone," she confessed in a broken voice, her accent making the words sound even more fragile.

Tora smiled slightly, a smile that Vera felt more than she saw. He sticks his forehead to hers, a simple and intimate gesture. "Listen to me well, Vera. You have those warrior's eyes. You came across the ocean alone, from that small-country. Do you think the weak do that? Tomorrow we're going to dance together and we're going to show them that the two of us are stronger than all those bastards with bellies in the lead. And if you still have nightmares... Sleep with me. My bed is warmer anyway."

Tora's hand slides down Vera's hip, squeezing it gently, protectively, almost possessively. There was nothing sexual in the gesture, at least not yet – it was just a cruel need for human closeness after a day that had exhausted them both. Vera closed her eyes and nestled closer, her nose touching Tora's throat, inhaling the smell of warm skin and remaining perfume. Her breathing gradually calmed down, her heart rhythm matching that of the Argentine.

They remained like this, hugged under the thin blanket, while outside the city roared in the distance, indifferent to the tears and consolations of two teenage girls who had come to break their bones for a dream.

The morning slowly crept into the small bedroom, through the thin blinds, casting a warm golden light over the two girls hugging under the thin blanket. Vera woke up first, with her nose pressed to Tora's neck and an arm of the Argentine wrapped possessively around her waist, her long fingers resting on her bare hip where her shirt had risen overnight. The heat of the other's body was almost suffocating, but at the same time incredibly soothing—the olive skin of the Tora smelled of sleep, weak vanilla, and something sweet, feminine, which made Vera's heart beat faster without understanding exactly why. She stood still, afraid to breathe too hard, feeling the Tora's full breast softly cling to her arm with each inhale, and her thighs touching intimately under the blanket.

The Tora snorted slowly, a hoarse murmur escaping from his throat, and he opened his black eyes, still heavy with sleep. For a second she smiled sleepily, unconsciously squeezing Vera closer, but then reality hit her and her body tensed slightly. She blinked a few times, looking at the red face of her roommate who was just a few inches away.

"Good morning... them, did I sleep like that all night?" whispered Tora with an embarrassed but warm smile, without immediately withdrawing. Her voice was thick, sexy from sleep, with that Latin accent that made even swearing sound like a caress. She gently moved her fingers on Vera's hip, as if testing whether the touch was welcome or not, and pulled the blanket a little higher over their shoulders, creating an intimate cocoon from which neither seemed to want to come out too quickly.

Vera swallowed hard, feeling her cheeks redden even more, but she didn't back down. It was something incredibly natural in the way their bodies fit together, as if they'd slept like this for months. "Yes... I was afraid to wake you up. It was good for me. I didn't have any more nightmares after you came," she confessed slowly, in her soft, Eastern European accent, making the words sound almost like a confession. He looked up and met Tora's eyes, so close that he could see the golden dots in the black iris. "You are... very warm. Like a radiator."

Tora chuckled slowly, a guttural and sincere sound that vibrated between them, and rested her forehead on Vera's for a moment, that intimate gesture from last night now repeating itself in the light. "Well, you were cold as ice and you were shaking, what was I supposed to do, to leave you crying alone? You're too nice when you cry, Vera, but I'd rather see you smile." She was a second late before pulling back slightly, but her hand remained on the other's waist, absently stroking the bare skin with her thumb. The air between them was charged – fresh awkwardness, but also a sweet, almost forbidden heat, which made them both breathe more slowly.

They eventually broke away, but not suddenly. The Tora rose first to the head of the bones, the wide shirt sliding even more down her shoulder and revealing a good part of her chest, without them caring. She lay lazily, showing off her long leg muscles and flat dancer's abdomen, then glanced over her shoulder at Vera, who was still under the blanket, her gray-blonde hair tousled on the pillow.

"Come on, get up, Moldavian. Today we have the first real class of technique and that teacher, old Schultz, eats girls like us for breakfast if we are late. But... If you want to sleep a little more glued to me tonight, I don't mind at all," she added with a playful smile, but her eyes remained warm, almost protective. "You're not alone here. It's both of us."

Vera nodded, feeling an unexpected surge of affection and a bit of confusion in her chest as she stood up too, trying to ignore the lingering sensation of the Tora's body still stuck to hers in memory. The room now seemed even smaller, and the forced intimacy of the bedroom had already begun to weave something between them – something that none of them could yet define.

Vera dressed in slightly awkward movements, feeling Tora's gaze glide over her from time to time, while the Argentine pulled a simple T-shirt and baggy sweatpants down her body that fell down her hips. Tora wasn't shy at all – she was moving around the room half-naked, her breasts swaying freely under her shirt, laughing softly when she caught Vera watching.

"Don't look like that, Moldavian girl, because you make me think you like what you see," Tora joked in his voice still hoarse from the morning, but the tone was warm, playful, without a hint of malice. She walked over and arranged a rebellious strand of gray-blonde hair behind Vera's ear, her fingers remaining a second longer than needed on the girl's cheek. "Let's go eat something before Schultz breaks us in the gym. I'm starving."

They went out together down the long corridor of the dormitory, shoulder to shoulder, their steps already synchronizing unintentionally. The school cafeteria was on the ground floor of the old building, a large hall with a high ceiling, smelling of fresh coffee, fried eggs and that specific smell of the institution – old wood, detergent and sweat of dancers. The morning light entered through the large windows, falling on the long wooden tables where dozens of teenagers and young people had already gathered, all with slender, tense bodies, some with their eyes still swollen with sleep, others already focused and serious.

Tora took Vera by the hand without asking permission, dragging her through the crowd to the food queue. "Two large portions, please. Today we're dancing like crazy," she told the cook with her wide smile, the Latin accent making her immediately stand out. They filled the trays with omelettes, fruit, yogurt and toast, then sat down at a more secluded table, near a window overlooking the school's inner courtyard.

Vera was driving the fork into the egg with slow movements, still feeling the echo of the morning hug in her body. Tora ate with appetite, spoke with his mouth full, gesticulating energetically with his fork.

"Look at them," Tora whispered as he leaned towards her, his shoulder touching Vera's. "The one over there, with long hair, is Japanese, he dances like a god but he's cold as ice. The girl on the left, that redhead, is from France and she sleeps with half of the boys at the advanced level to get roles. And Miguel... Here he is." Tora made a discreet nod to a dark, muscular boy who was laughing at an adjacent table. "That ass I told you about. Don't look too much, because it's going around you right away."

Vera smiled shyly, stealing a glance at Miguel, but her eyes quickly returned to the Tora. "You... Have you slept with anyone from here until now?" she asked softly, almost in a whisper, surprising herself at the courage of the question. His cheeks immediately reddened.

Tora laughed softly, a warm, guttural laugh, and leaned his elbow against the table, getting even closer. Her knee stuck to Vera's knee under the table and stayed there. "Once. With a guy from the third grade, two months ago. It was ok, but too rushed. These guys think they have a golden penis just because they know how to pick up a girl in an arabesque. You? Did you have anyone in Moldova?"

Vera shook her head, playing with a slice of fruit. "No... just some kisses. Nothing serious. It was different there. Everyone was watching, the whole town knew. Here... It's free, but I'm afraid." She looked up and met
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