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Ella Ever After is not your typical Cinderella story.  Ella is still the beautiful woman who has won the prince’s heart, Derek is still the prince of every girl’s dream.  However, reality has crept into the fairytale forcing the couple to live in something less than the happily ever after. Or, is it something more?  This novel is approximately 265 pages double spaced and interweaves the story of redemption within the world of fairy tales.
Ella Ever After, Chapter 13
“What was it really like Ella?”  Derek gave his wife a searching look.

“Why would you want to know?”  The fabric of her shawl became terribly interesting to the newlywed across from him in the gently swaying coach.  The shawl, the scenery, and then the tiny kid shoes she wore, even the medals he wore on his uniform: all were a fascination as long as she did not have to meet his gaze.


He reached across the small space between them and lifted her chin so she would meet his look.  “I need to know where you are going when that look comes over you.”


“Look?” her lips began to tremble and his fingers stilled them.

“Your brow furrows and you get a world weary look.  I have seen my father with that look when he wrestles with how his people suffer.  And when I touch you when you are in that place…” it was his turn to be absorbed with the scenery. When he spoke, the words came from a tight throat.  “…when I touch you, you cringe as though you expect me to strike you.”

“Derek, we have been through this.  You know where I go.  Surely you can understand why I have no desire to take you there with me.”

They had been on the road now for two weeks.  She still had not shared with him even as much as she had told his father.  She knew he deserved more than she was willing to give. She looked at her bare hands, still chapped even after Twila had tried everything from lemon juice to exotic lotions to soften them before the wedding.  The scars remained.

She held them out to Derek.  Taking them, he stroked them, his own gloves catching on the roughness.  “It is very hard to talk about yet.”  The fact they had known each other less than two months hung between them.  “Will you still love me if you know?  You don’t really even know me.”  It was spoken without fear at last.  Love was something she was still struggling with, but she felt safe for the first time in years and though she was confused about her own feelings, she had no doubts about his love. Derek kept stroking her hands and waited.

“Look at the hands you hold Derek.  Every scar has left its mark on my soul.  My heart is chapped and raw.  That is why I may never be able to declare love for you.  I do not remember what it is anymore.  I am damaged and ugly on the inside with terror, bitterness, torture and shame.  Perhaps, at one time, I could have been beautiful, as you have declared me over and over since we met.  But my stepmother robbed me of it all on the day of my father’s death.  She touched her unmarked cheek.  Miraculously Ella had always averted blows and missiles thrown at her face. “You fell in love with this, but you are married to these.”  Her hands came out of his grasp and hovered between them.

He really looked this time.  He touched a jagged scar and looked up enquiringly.  “Theodora threw a piece of glass at me.  It had been my mother’s treasured vase before she smashed it.”  Ella deflected the remembered missile with her hand, showing how she had shielded her head.  “Her aim was good, my reflexes better.”

He pointed to a shiny red spot.  “Sparks from the fire.”  She pointed to similar spots on her hands and arms.  “They did not call me Cinderella for nothing.”

He caressed a crooked finger and she withdrew.  “That is a long enough trip down memory lane,” her voice shook and he was reminded how much this was costing her.  He prepared himself for a long night of crying out in her sleep and thrashing.  Silently he berated himself.   He focused on his own hands now laying limp between them.

“These hands tell a story too, Ella,” he said meditatively.  “They tell my people I do not understand their daily lives of scars and frustrations.  They say I have lived a life of ease and pampering, which is not exactly true,” he smiled grimly, recalling cold and frightening nights on battlefields that brought him his own nightmares.  Unconsciously his own hand went to his side.  She remembered the scars from the night after the tournament.  She still had not asked about them, hoping to avoid this very conversation.

“But when I do this,” he captured her hands again and held them firmly, “it tells them, and I pray you as well, I am willing to embrace the pain and struggle and walk through them together.  It also shows our people they have an advocate who understands their sufferings.”

They turned attention outside the carriage, which slowed.  Crowds cheered as they drew near a village.  Their excitement was at odds with the tension in the coach.  Ella drew in a breath, preparing herself for the time to come.  Derek still waited for her response.  “You love me scars and all?”

 “Scars and all.  And they love you more for them.”

She nodded and gazed at the gloves on the seat beside her.  He could see her deliberating between vulnerability and propriety.  The gloves went on; propriety was her protection.  

“I never had time to think about my hands before Twila made such a fuss about them.  Now they seem to be becoming a symbol of where I have been and of solidarity with our people.”  She made a final adjustment of the elbow length satin as the coachman opened the door and another cheer went up.  “I’m still getting used to cheers over jeers, but I love it.”  Ella was back in control and he accepted it for the moment.

 “Oh, you will hear the other too soon enough, but not on this trip.”  He poked her playfully in the ribs.  “You see, I am the romantic hero for marrying a beautiful mysterious stranger for love.  And you, you are the lady who fit the tiny glass slipper!”  By now, they were waving to the teaming crowds and Ella’s groan at his standing romance joke went unheard over their shouts. 

Winston, never far from the newlyweds’ side, stepped in front of them and rolled out a red carpet, magically creating an open path in the pressing bodies.  They stepped onto it, touching those nearest, progressing slowly towards the inn where they were to stay the night.  Tomorrow they would be at another nobleman’s baronial castle, but tonight they were among the brave who had travelled out to meet them at the inn several miles out of town.  The nobles intimidated her, frequently through no fault of their own, but she loved being among the villagers.

Ella had to learn many things about being a princess in the past month, but no one had to teach her how to meet the people.  She smiled and waved as if meeting old friends in every crowd and when a child was within reach, she always knelt down and greeted them.  A dozen more would materialize as if by magic.  Magic followed Ella, so this was no surprise.
I tend the fires too, princess!” lisped a tiny voice from around their knees.  

Derek inhaled sharply as he looked down.  The soot on the tot’s flushed face lent validity to the claim, though the prince would have sworn she was too young to perform such a task.  Why, she could not yet be five!

The princess knelt down and took her dirty hands in her own.  “I imagine you do a fine job keeping them banked at night and stoked first thing in the morning. “  Derek’s mind reeled at the implications of this little thing being among the first to rise of a frigid morning to rekindle flames.  “Remember to keep your hair tied back.  It is so pretty you do not want it singed.”  Their noses both wrinkled with the memory of that unpleasant smell as she kissed the top of the little girl’s head before stepping through the door of the inn with her husband.  Derek had seen far more than he wanted in that encounter and he began to wonder if he could handle the secrets his wife kept hidden.  Perhaps she protected him more than she did herself, after all.  He took her now sooty glove and drew it tightly through his arm.  Her quick glance held a question before turning to accept the greeting from the blustering innkeeper who held eager hands out to them in welcome.


Proper introductions made, Ella complimented their host on the cleanliness and comforts of his establishment.  She stroked his ego with the same skill as she had done her stepmother for years to avoid confrontation and abuse.  Derek, who was beginning to see how she functioned, watched with some amusement and wondered what she was planning for this poor unsuspecting soul, “What a large staff you must employ to keep your inn running with such efficiency,” she wondered aloud as she took in the bustle around them.

“Nay, my ladyship, it is just the wife and family that keep the inn going.  I have 10 children, five of each.  We all pitch in from the oldest, Marcus to the wee little Annie who tends the fires.”  His arms swept across the room to include a strapping young man who carried a huge armload of wood to the fireplace, his muscles bulging with the effort, to the tiny little ash covered child dancing around her brother’s feet.

 “Annie, my love, come away from Marcus before you both go down on top of each other,” the keeper called.  Annie flew to her father and into his arms, hugging him tightly and kissing him soundly.  He laughed and nuzzled her cheek.  Pulling away, a white streak appeared on her face and the tike gasped, covering her mouth when she saw her father’s sooty nose.  “Ack,” his fingers swiped at the char.  He grabbed a snowy handkerchief from his pocket and make quick work of the mess.  “Hide this, love.”  He whispered conspiratorially.  “No tellin’ what your mother would say if she knew I was covered in soot in front of the company.”  He winked and the little girl dashed off with the offending cloth towards the back of the inn.  

“She is adorable!”  Ella exclaimed gazing after the retreating form.  “She told me that she tends the fires.” She spoke carefully to not infer blame.

“Oh yes, that she does.  For nigh on two weeks now Annie has risen before dawn with my Grace to tend the morning fires.  Ever since she learned it was a chore of Princess Ella when she was a girl.”  He gazed with compassion at the princess as he recalled the news the herald had brought.   “It isn’t a chore we would have chosen for one so small, but she’s helping out and that’s important when you are running a family business.  Truth be told, she tends the ash bucket more than the fire, which suits me wife and me just fine.  And, there’s been little enough trouble getting the little mite to bed at night of late.”  The amiable keeper laughed and winked at the princess.  Then his tone turned serious.  “We would not allow harm to come to our Annie, Princess.  She is our little girl, our joy.”

“Thank you, sir.”  She looked down at her sooty gloves clasped tightly together at her waist, then looked back up with a tremulous smile.  “You have a very fine establishment and I am honored to be staying the night.”

“Thank you, milady. “ He took her hands in his own, as a father takes the hand of his child.  His fingers touched the sooty stains on her gloves.  “Perhaps my Grace could be washing these for you?”

Her hands relaxed in his grasp and she opened them to clasp his.  “No sir, I think I like them as they are, very much.”

“Aye.  I like them just fine too.”  He let go of her hands and turning to Prince Derek, made a low bow.  “Your Highness.  I hope you find everything to your liking.”

Derek respectfully placed his hand on the man’s shoulder.  “I already have.  And…” he made sure he caught the gaze of the older man.  His voice dropped as it thickened with emotion.  “Thank you.”  He looked tenderly at his bride.  “Thank you.”

“Your welcome, my boy, quite welcome.”  The newlywed received the words, too familiar for a prince, without offense.  The world, which seemed to have stopped with the departure of little Annie, came alive around them again.  There were bags to attend to and a royal couple who needed an escort to their rooms.  The innkeeper bustled about, boisterously calling to yet another offspring to help with bags as he led them through the great hall to where they would be staying.


Derek drew Ella into his arms as the doors of their chamber closed and gave them privacy at last.  “Are you alright Ella?”

She rested her head against his chest and sighed deeply.  “I thought they were mistreating her, you know.”

“We both did.”

“I misjudged them.  I was ready to take Annie away from them and raise her in the palace where she would never be forced to build fires by cruel parents who treated their daughter as a slave.  I would have been kidnapping a happy little girl from a home where she was loved and adored because I was reliving my life through her.”

“That is something to be cautious of.  But think if you had been right.  You would have saved her from years of abuse and suffering.  You would have been her fairy godmother.  I cannot promise you that one day your suspicions will not prove to be correct.  Until then, you proceed with caution as you did today and ensure the safety of our half pint subjects.  Yes?”  He kissed the top of her head and felt it bob up and down beneath his lips.

“Yes,” was the muffled reply.

“Good.  Now let us see if Grace is as good a cook as she is a mother.  I am famished.”  He tugged the bell pull by the door and waited for the summons to be answered. “I wonder which of the 10 delightful Griffin children will play our servers tonight.”

Ella laughed.  “Let’s hope it is not Annie.”

