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      For my mum, Alice

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Highland Heart

      

      

      
        
        Nostalgic memories fill my mind

        Of childhood days gone by

        Neath summer skies we'd bathe and play

        When winter came we'd skate and sleigh

        And so the years did fly.

      

        

      
        But still a highland heart can yearn

        For the smell of peat and purple heather

        For the boat on the loch, and the sheep on the hill

        In my inward eye I see them still

        And the whispering pines by the river.

      

        

      
        - Mary Craik

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Thank you

      

      
        Want something more?

      

      
        Also by Claire Gillies

      

      
        Afterword

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Lori Robertson sat in a toilet cubicle staring at nothing in a daze. Cocooned inside its thin walls, she had the illusion of safety from the looming world outside. Breathing in and out slowly, Lori tried to calm herself using the techniques she had watched on one of her many favourited YouTube channels.  She had now been in the ladies’ for some time, and was sure people were beginning to wonder where she was.  How could she let this happen? Right in the middle of a phone conversation with a supplier, she had the familiar overwhelming feeling start to take hold, and had had to place the receiver down unceremoniously.  She would need to explain, or make up an excuse as she usually did when these episodes occurred.  Maybe she could say something urgent had captured her attention: a fire? A robbery?  No, Lori thought resignedly, she couldn’t lie her way out of this one.  She dismissed the rising pressure in her head and took a breath, trying to slow down her racing heart, which pounded in her ears, like a galloping horse with no intention of stopping.  She breathed out, willing herself to calm down and to stop listening to the doubting voices in her head; evil whispers that she couldn’t stop: You’re not good enough. Everyone will sooner or later find out you’re a fraud.  She placed her head in-between her legs, and exhaled.  This action helped a little, so here she remained, waiting for the tension to pass.  She told herself as much as it felt like a heart attack, it really wasn’t; she was not going to die – or explode, or even throw up! She closed her eyes in the quiet cubicle and allowed her rational thinking to creep to the forefront.  The YouTube video had imparted some sound advice at least, and the thumping sound of her heart gradually stopped echoing in her eardrums.  She was surprised that her assistant hadn’t come into the bathroom already, banging the door down to continue the endless torrent of questions to which she was expected to know all the answers.  Lori had recently been promoted to Buyer for the luxury fashion brand Costner's.  It was an impressive company, and an impressive job; she just needed more time to get comfortable with the work, that was all.  The ladies bathroom door opened and she heard two women laughing as they both went either side of Lori’s cubicle and spoke over her unabashedly, chatting about the day’s meetings and what they had chosen for lunch.  Lori stood up, flushed the toilet and slowly walked out to the mirror opposite, taking in her appearance.  She was stylishly dressed; wearing a tailored white shirt and smart pinstripe trousers.  She tried her best to dress in a way that emanated the company brand – simple, sophisticated, understated and expensive.  She reached for the paper towels and doused them in water, then lightly patted the damp squares onto her neck and forehead.  She wiped the mascara from under her eyes, and smoothed a hand over her hair, which was pulled back into a high ponytail, showing expensive diamond stud earrings that her boyfriend Michael had bought for her birthday.  The two younger women emerged from the cubicles behind her.

      “Hey Lori!” the two thin blondes said in unison, one was called Claudia, and the other Samantha, but Lori didn’t know who was who; they looked so alike.  She had already asked for a reminder a few times, and now it was too late; she should know how to differentiate them by now.  Instead, Lori avoided pronouncing either name, and luckily hadn’t been caught out yet.  In any case, the pair certainly wouldn’t look out of place on the front cover of a fashion magazine.  Lori smiled weakly.  She had always found it strange how so many attractive people worked in the office.  Working in the fashion industry surrounded by bright, leggy blondes made her feel frumpy, and she hated it.  But she was a product of her generation: happy in her own body to a certain extent, but sporting a confidence which had faded after years of being bombarded with the message that if you weren’t immaculately toned and impossibly beautiful then you were no-one according to the fashion industry.

      The slightly taller blonde looked at Lori in the mirror.  “Will you be at the designers meeting?”  She washed her hands and patted them dry with the elegance of a 1950s model presenting a pair of doeskin gloves - but in this case, it was paper towels.

      “Yes – I mean, I believe so!” Lori edged her way to the door, smiling at the two models.  She really didn’t want to talk to anyone about meetings or schedules, especially after her recent episode: she needed deodorant, and to get out of the confined space.  “Should be interesting to see what ideas they’ve come up with!” Lori nodded and grabbed the door handle. “I’ll see you in there soon?”

      “I’ll save you a seat, just in case you’re late again!”  The taller girl laughed.

      “Thanks!” Lori called as she left the bathroom.  She was never completely sure about those two; they seemed nice enough, but there was always an aftertaste to their interactions that made Lori feel as if they were secretly laughing at her.  She shook the thought from her mind and walked down the hallway which lead into the huge company office.  Large windows looked out onto Manhattan streets, flooding the space with bright light, illuminating various groups of smart-looking, attractive people answering phones.  Lori remembered the first day she had started working at Costner's; thinking she had walked onto a TV set.  She had been excited, imagining she would live out the remainder of her working life through the lens of her favourite sitcom - but instead, it soon became clear that her days were to be filled by the daily grind of retail.  It was noon, so she grabbed a sandwich from the bistro next door and went to eat at her desk.  As soon as she sank into her seat, Julian’s head popped up over the partition from the next group of desks.  The young man’s big eyes lit up as he saw Lori, and grabbing a pen and pad, he scurried over to her desk immediately.  Lori inwardly groaned.

      “Hi Lori! Can I double check some things with you?”

      Mid-bite, Lori swallowed, nodding.  In her new role she always felt she was eating whenever she spoke with Julian.  She glanced over to her friend Alex, the buyer for kids-wear, who sat glued to her computer, endlessly reading and responding to emails.  Lori thanked her lucky stars for having an assistant.  Alex didn’t merit a helping hand according to management, since the departmental targets for kids-wear was considerably smaller.  Lori often felt sorry for her friend, and tried to help whenever possible.  But those moments were few and far between.  The only real time Lori could spend catching up on her own work was on her lunch break, as most of her days were spent in meetings, which in her experience never seemed to achieve very much.  Lori tore her gaze away from her salad wrap to look back at Julian, who had already started listing some problems they were having with a certain production chain.  Lori took a sip of water and pulled a nearby chair for him to sit on.

      “OK, Julian.”  She could see the young man's face turning pink with panic, his forehead lightly sweating.  “Sit down and breathe, we’ll get through this.  There are always going to be problems, we just need to work calmly, and together we’ll get through them.”  Lori didn’t know who she was trying to convince, herself or Julian.

      Julian bit his lip “You’re right Lori, thanks!”

      Lori finished jotting down some notes on the back of an old catalogue, and glanced at her emails, so busy advising Julian that she hadn’t noticed the popup window had been flashing a reminder on her computer.  She chastised herself for not paying attention, she really couldn’t be late for the designers meeting again...  She sent Julian on his way, with solutions to work through, grabbed her phone and notepad and almost ran to the ninth floor board room.

      She was ten minutes late when she walked in, and as quiet as she was, the whole room turned around and gawped at her.  Frankie, her boss, was at the head of the table, legs crossed, pen poised and in discussion with the lead designer about a men’s shirt pattern.  She glanced at Lori briefly, then continued speaking, recrossing her legs, and tapping her pen impatiently on the tabletop.  Lori couldn’t see any seat available; the huge table was covered in paperwork and every place taken, the two blondes from earlier both conveniently did not look in her direction.  Lori left her things on the table and popped outside the room to find a free chair.  Very carefully but not very quietly she shuffled back in, chair in hand and sat down next to Alex, who smiled and made some space for her.

      “But we need more.  These styles are almost identical to last year’s fall/winter collection.”  Frankie looked at sketches, dispirited, as she rested her elbows on the desk.

      The lead designer moved uneasily in his seat and rifled through his drawings before picking up one and pushing it towards her.  “We are going with the trends Frankie, this is what people will be looking for...”

      She scrutinised the work before her and back at her notes, everyone in the room quietly waiting for her decision.  Lori craned her head, trying to see the sketches, but she was seated too far away to make them out.  Frankie coughed and the whole room held its breath: “No, it’s not enough.  We’ll get lost in and amongst the other brands.  I know our style is simple pointing definitively towards the classic, but I just don’t think people are going to spend their hard-earned cash on a white shirt like this,” she gestured with the flick of her hand to a design and sighed, “when they can just go to a cheaper brand!  We need to go back to why people come to us; we need to set our own bar.  Yes we need to look at trends, but not be so dictated by them!” She drummed her fingers on the outlines and sighed.

      The designer looked over to his colleague, who nodded her approval.  “Perhaps...” He spoke slowly, as if unsure what his next words were going to be, “we can revise these styles and get back to you? I’ll get my team to work on some more.”

      Lori raised her hand at the far side of the table.  “If I could make a suggestion?”

      The whole room turned to face her as one.

      “Yes?” Frankie asked, her eyes still on the designs.

      “I thought... maybe we could look at our back-catalogue to see what our biggest sellers were a few decades ago?  Maybe all the way back to when the brand started in the 1960s, if it’s possible to access those design prints?” She lowered her hand slowly, immediately regretting her boldness as silence followed her words.  Her heart gave a flutter, and she wished she was back in the safe toilet cubicle again.

      Frankie looked at Lori intently as if solving a math calculation in her head, and Lori was sure she caught the designer rolling his eyes.  Frankie clapped her hands with renewed energy. “We're coming up to our 60th anniversary next year, maybe this could be the start of the celebrations!” Frankie tapped the edge of her painted red nail gently against her red lips. “Lori could be onto something... I think we need to go back to our roots. Tie it in with the anniversary theme: more classic styles inspired by the 1960s - I’m thinking Steve McQueen, men love that look!  And for the ladies-wear and kids-wear we should draw our inspiration from the men’s style also… We are primarily known for our menswear, so that must be our overall focus.”

      The designer nodded, his eyes moving forlornly from Frankie to his scattered designs, already forgotten on the table.

      “Shall we say this time next week for some new designs?  Lori, you can assist; if you check previous styles that sold well around the 1960s and 70s and highlight which you think the men’s range would benefit from.”

      “Of course, I’ll get onto that!” Lori confirmed excitedly, the words fell out of her mouth before she could register her already substantial workload.

      En route back to her desk, Lori stopped by the ever-smiling barista woman who had a small coffee stall in the hallway.  Lori collected two takeaway cups, knowing she needed to sweeten Julian a little.   She walked over to his neat desk and casually placed the paper cup of his favourite vanilla latte to the left of his mouse-mat.  She grimaced looking down at his hopeful face, knowing he would be expecting her to lend a hand with his workload, when instead she was adding to it.

      “So…we kind of have another job to do for next week...!” Lori smiled broadly, hoping he would welcome the work, but looking at his big eyes she found they turned from hope to alarm in a split second.  You and me both honey, she thought ruefully.
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      Michael sat at the recently set, white-clothed table and glanced at his watch; Lori was running fifteen minutes late.  The restaurant was fairly quiet however, so he wasn't too bothered. It was a rainy Wednesday evening; what was it with people and rain? even the slightest trickle made them stay indoors? Michael reflected as the waiter came to take his order.  He looked at his watch again, and to keep the establishment and himself happy, he ordered a bottle of high end wine that one of the partners in his firm spoke about.  He liked to keep abreast with his peers' tastes; if he cultivated the same interests then bit by bit he would gain trust, and investment, and work his way up the ranks.  He had been with McClure and Wilkins for almost five years, and could now see himself there permanently.  He smiled slightly to himself; in a few years' time he and Lori might be dining in this place more regularly.  The waiter came back with the bottle, poured it with ceremony then waited until Michael had sipped the wine and nodded his approval.  Inwardly he was disappointed; a verdict of fine, but not worth two hundred dollars was his conclusion.  Really, it didn't matter what it tasted like: he could now say he sampled it if anyone asked at work – and the fact he hadn't been impressed might even stand in his favour.  He glanced again at the door for any sign of Lori, just as the attendant opened it for an older couple wearing wool coats and carrying an umbrella.  It was spring, yet people were wearing wool coats; New York weather amazed him sometimes, you needed to prepare for every season in one day.  In the corner a man in a black suit played the piano; a gentle but very dreary version of Sinatra’s Stranger’s in the Night, reminding Michael of his father.  This restaurant had been his favourite, to which he took Michael’s mother on special occasions.  His father, William Hadley had for many years owned a very successful estate agency, and for a time Michael believed he would step into his father’s shoes and take over the business.  After many family discussions, however, the role went to Michael’s older brother Henry, and Michael was pointed in the direction of Law.   He had been happy with the arrangement at the time, and now was positively relieved at the outcome.  Law was much more his idea of a good stable job, and it also meant he didn’t need to work with his father, which allowed them to have a far better relationship than would otherwise have been possible.  As his parents had chosen this restaurant for celebrations, he thought it only fitting that he came here this evening; his own special occasion.  He believed he had found the right woman for him: Lori Robertson.  Hardworking, kind-hearted and graceful, she would make a very suitable partner, supporting him in his career, and being the mother of their future children.  They made a good team, and he always felt relaxed whenever she accompanied him on work obligations, in a way he never had alone.  She was admired by the wives of the partners, and secretly desired by the men, a fact he became aware of after overhearing Mr. McClure and a senior partner discussing Lori’s attributes in the kitchen at a soiree.  He was confident in Lori personally, and what she would bring to their marriage.  He touched his breast pocket, feeling the small velvet box in which a marquise diamond on a gold band lay.  It had been carefully selected after seeing one of his female colleagues show off her engagement ring in the office, and who had remarked on the rarity of the diamond and the specialist who had assisted her.  She was right; the jeweller had helped Michael select a large but tasteful diamond, with smaller diamonds encrusted on the delicate band.  The whole process was very easy, and he thought it would look very well on Lori’s finger, and in turn, she would look very attractive on his arm.  His intention had been to propose tonight, but as the minutes passed, it was looking less likely.  If he did propose in the next hour or so, they would need to celebrate - which would affect his early meeting with an important client the following day.  Michael looked at his watch again, now she was a full thirty minutes late.  He checked his phone and a new message popped up on the screen: Lori was stuck in traffic.  Michael put down his phone carefully as anger flared inside him.  It was one of his pet hates; waiting on people.  In his business, every minute mattered.  Time is money after all, he took another sip of wine, then moved the glass aside to order a bourbon from the waiter.  Lori really should make more of an effort; if he could get here at a certain time, there was no reason why she couldn’t accomplish the same.  So he decided there and then that he’d propose on another occasion, one where Lori arrived on time.  It could wait, maybe until a long weekend at his parent’s summer house in the Hamptons.  In the meantime, he loosened his tie a little, swiped his phone open and began to answer some work emails.  He sipped the strong smokey bourbon as he worked through what would have been waiting for him the next day.  Time is money, Michael, he heard his father chuckle, time is money!
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      Lori walked through the door to the almost empty restaurant.  A man played piano from the far side of the room making her feel like she was stepping into an old Hollywood movie.  The whole scene felt like a late-night secret meeting place for two lovers escaping their hum-drum lives to begin an exciting affair.  But it was barely 8pm, and upon closer inspection the restaurant wasn’t terribly romantic; there was an air of stuffiness and outdated grandeur which permeated.  Lori patted down her hair, which was still somewhat wet even though she had been sitting in a cab until the last forty feet of her journey.  A waiter came to take her coat, and Lori gladly handed over the damp garment, hoping her appearance was acceptable.  She wore a black dress that she kept in her drawer at work in case of emergencies, and after a day full of meetings, she scarcely had enough time to quickly brush her hair and apply lipstick in the ladies before she caught a cab.  She had left Julian compiling Costner’s best-selling looks, with still with a long way to go until he covered the styles from the early 1960s, but at least it was a start.  Accomplishing whatever Frankie wanted was the main focus, and she mentally made a note to get Julian something special for his dedication to the cause.

      Michael was typing on his phone, when the waiter escorted Lori to the table, and stood up to welcome her.  Lori acknowledged Michael's traditional manners, holding doors open for women, and making sure he walked on the side of busy traffic when they strolled across the city together.  These little things he did, showed her how much he cared - and wasn’t it the little things that mattered?  Lori leaned in and they kissed briefly, conscious of the few onlookers quietly eating their dinner.

      “I’m sorry darling.  It was so busy, traffic was hell!” Lori took a long drink of her wine that was waiting for her; the day’s events had taken their toll, and all she wanted was to forget. “What a day!”

      “Yeah?” Michael put his phone away and opened up the menu. “Why don’t we order now then we can talk.  I’m starving.  I think I’ll order the sea bass.”

      Lori pursed her lips, unsure if Michael was angry at her lateness.  She looked down at the entirely French menu and was uninspired at what she saw; right now what she really wanted was a burger and a pint of beer.  She glanced up, unaware that the waiter was standing close by, already waiting to take her order.  Her burger would have to be put on hold for another night, so she ordered the first thing she could pronounce on the menu.

      The pianist began playing an Ella Fitzgerald number, an upbeat piece of music making Lori want to dance in between the quiet tables.  Michael reached across to take her hand in his, his blue eyes looking deep into her own. He was an attractive man, always smartly dressed and clean-shaven, and Lori rarely ever saw him scruffy, even on his days off work.  She remembered the first time they met, she couldn't stop glancing at the handsome stranger leaning on the bar counter, talking to friends.  That evening Lori had been with a colleague, listening to her mounting boyfriend troubles, but all the while unable to fully concentrate on her friend.  The stranger was intriguing: magnificent, tall, and who exhumed a confidence that enticed her.  After much of the night looking in his direction, he had eventually reciprocated with a single smile and they locked into a new kind of understanding.  Lori knew not long after that night, that this would be her man in life.  That same smile she looked at now had told her they were a good match right from the start.  Since being with Michael, she had been introduced to a different world, a life of parties, glitz and glamour which coincided with her career nicely.  There was always some event to go to, some fashion show, or one of the firm’s regular dinner parties.  Lori’s calendar was booked solid for the next few months.  She moved her fingers around his smooth palm as he spoke about work.  He was a fine man indeed, someone to be proud of.  Lori often noticed women admiring him, even walking down the street she had on occasion noticed heads turning.  Even at the drawn-out dinner parties, as dull as those affairs were, Lori enjoyed seeing Michael in his element.  He was the epitome of what she had always wanted in a man.  She sipped more wine and felt her muscles relax, the music lulling her into a state of contentment.  Whether it was the wine, or her appreciation of Michael's better qualities, she didn't know, but desire pulsed through her body as if she were sinking into a hot soapy bath.  She kicked off her peep-toe shoe and touched his leg with her foot.  Running her toe up his ankle playfully; she realised how much she wanted sex.  Not just nice sex, but hot, unrestrained up against a wall or in the restaurant loos sex.  She circled her finger around his palm wondering how best to proposition him.  But just as the words were about to come out, Michael suddenly took his hand away and moved his leg as the waiter approached them carrying big plates sporting tiny portions of food.  Lori felt a pang of disappointment and put her foot back into her shoe.  She knew how the evening would go now: they would finish the meal, get a taxi together, and Michael would make sure the taxi dropped her off at her apartment first before continuing on to his.  It was routine on a weeknight that they be in bed early, and in their own separate beds at that; a silent agreement between them for the last three years.  She knew where she stood, there were no surprises, and everything was planned and in its place.  It was what she wanted, it was the very reason she had moved to the big city, to plan and control her life of success.  But just a tiny part of her wanted the thrill of the unknown, some adventure, something different.  Not tonight, she inwardly sighed, as she picked at her boeuf bourguignon.
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      The early morning sun had just started to greet the New York streets, covering the city in a hazy pink glow.  Lori woke up before her alarm, deciding that an early start would be best.  She wiggled into a grey shirt-dress, and gently packed her black Versace jacket in her bag; hoping not to crease it amongst the other items.  Michael had once commented that she was like Mary Poppins, lugging a bag around filled to the brim with assorted items.  Lori had found the statement funny, and took it as a compliment.  She liked to be prepared for any situation, which meant tape measures, a first-aid kit, makeup, scissors, and notepad – the list would go on.  The bag itself was also replaced on a regular basis in favour of a bigger one.  She looked at her face in the bathroom mirror, and carefully applied mascara on her lashes and pinned up her curls.

      “Almost done?” Kim peered around the bathroom door, bleary-eyed.

      “Yes, two ticks!” Lori pursed her deep pink lips on a tissue and patted her unruly hair once again.

      Kim leaned against the hall wall, arms crossed “It’s too early!” she groaned.  “How can you be heading to work already?”

      “It’s not that early! I thought I’d get a head start on things!” Lori scrunched up her nose, looking at her reflection.  Her curls could never be held in place, no matter how much mousse, hairspray, or oil she used.  She had tried every styling product under the sun, all with the same result: her hair gave her the proverbial middle finger every day, and she had to live with it.  She threw her hair clips on the floor in irritation.  “Damn it!”

      “Hey!” Kim croaked, “what’s wrong?” She stood looking tiredly confused in an old Green Peace t-shirt, which Lori presumed was her boyfriend’s rather than Kim’s.

      “I’m fine, I just have a lot on at work.”  Lori glanced at her watch, Kim was right, it was on the early side, but since not having Michael stay over last night, she had to put her energy somewhere else.  “Have a good night?” Lori changed the subject and picked up the evidence of her little tantrum.  Most mornings, the two housemates would meet in the hallway for a quick catch-up, that being the only time their schedules crossed.  Kim’s long hours as an event planner meant that Lori hardly saw her in the evenings, which may have been a big reason why the two enjoyed living together.

      “Oh yeah: dramas and tears from the client, then halfway through they realise everything is going according to plan.  It’s always the same.  Nobody listens to me, like I haven’t planned a million of these events before!” Kim grumbled as she grabbed the door handle to steady herself.

      “Darren here?” Lori was beginning to see Kim’s new boyfriend at the apartment most nights.  He was a nice guy, but not nearly as career focused as either of the girls, and was only too happy to meditate and eat cereal most of the day.  And, to Lori’s annoyance, would leave a dribble of milk in the fridge with no ostensible intention of buying more.

      “Yes, he’s not at the café today, so he might be here for a bit if that’s OK?” Kim’s eyes were now beginning to open properly, and focus in on Lori.  Her dark hair was ruffled, and her eyes met Lori’s with a cautious look; with the remains of last night’s makeup still smudged around her eyelids.

      Lori liked Darren, and he was a damn sight better than Kim's previous boyfriend, she had to confess.  Ryan had been the biggest asshole she had ever met, and had cheated on Kim for months before she found out his true character.  He had once even cornered Lori at the apartment and tried to kiss her, when Kim had left the room for mere moments.  Lori was mortified about the whole incident, and had stressed over how to tell her friend.  Each morning she would contemplate either leaving a note on the fridge, calling her at work, or scheduling an “apartment meeting” to impart the sad news that her boyfriend was a low-life.  But luckily Kim had caught him out on the town with another girl, and dumped him on the spot.  Darren was a lot better; a gentle soul, and Lori certainly wanted her friend to be happy.

      “Of course,” Lori agreed, but wondered if at this rate Darren should be contributing to the bills, or at least buying a carton of milk!

      Lori had been living with Kim since she arrived in New York ten years ago.  They had a relaxed friendship that didn’t demand too much of Lori’s time, which, with her work schedule, was an incredibly important factor in a housemate.  They had met at a fashion show, one of the first Lori had attended, in which everyone knew everyone else, and Lori found herself standing awkwardly by the free bar for most of the night.  An outgoing Kim had approached her, eager to avoid her waitressing job and the pair instantly connected.  Luckily for Lori, Kim had an apartment that her wealthy parents had bought her years before and had offered her the spare room.  The two lived together ever since.

      Lori left her small apartment and breathed in the city morning air.  That familiar smell of New York she knew so well; freshly baked bagels mixed with salt and diesel that wafted through the streets from the Bay.  Lori smiled to herself as she started to speed-walk her daily commute, bag packed and comfy shoes on, she let the world drift past her, and planned the day ahead.  Today would be a good day, she told herself; no panic attacks, no anxiety, no stress.  She left her suburb as shop-attendants rolled their shutters open, and the occasional early morning bakery lights glowed, spilling onto the sidewalk; the day had already started for so many others as Lori merged into the busy street.  She loved living in New York.  After her short spell in Australia, the years had passed in the blink of an eye.  Brisbane had seemed so huge compared to anything Lori had known before, but after coming to New York, its sheer size had devoured Brisbane completely.  When the opportunity to work as a coordinator for the New York branch had appeared, she had jumped at the chance to move countries and start her own adventure.  Her goal of working up the ranks in the fashion industry was a reality now.  After starting her career as a receptionist, to now be sitting as head buyer, she knew firmly that she would continue to progress until she reached the top.  At first many people in the Manhattan office assumed she was Australian, which looking back, Lori had embraced as an easily-accepted identity.  After several years had passed, and with staff always changing anyway, people just assumed Lori was another American from somewhere irrelevant outside New York.  She was aware her accent had changed somewhat, but that wasn’t really deliberate on her part.  It just happened over time.  She allowed people to assume what they wanted, and when colleagues asked where she was from, she would say she lived in Grameray Park, a great spot to live, do you know it?  Ah, but where are you really from? they might ask.  Then she would say Australia, which was true.  But as she thought about it now, why had she never told the truth?  Was she ashamed of it?  No, it wasn’t that.  She just didn’t want to be defined by it.  She wanted to blend in.  Be another New Yorker.

      But blending in was not always something she had desired.  An almost forgotten memory popped into her head as she waited at the pedestrian crossing, one involving her old school teacher Mrs MacMaster who had often told her to lower her voice when singing with the girl’s choir.  The small school was excited to be finalists in a competition and Lori couldn’t wait to sing.  But on the morning of the contest, her old school mistress had taken her aside.

      “Now Lori I have an important job for you, you think you can do it?”

      Lori had looked up at the tall matronly woman, in her waistcoat and long thick skirt that swished as she walked.  For as long as she could remember, no matter the weather, Mrs MacMaster was always to be found in a woollen skirt.

      “I want you to pretend that you’re singing - we can only have so many voices with the kind of acoustics this church hall provides.  So my girl: stand at the back, smile, and mime the words, and you will be doing your part for the choir just as well as anyone else.”

      Being so young and excited to be on stage, Lori had nodded, and stood shoulder to shoulder with her classmates and pretended to sing.  Now, looking back on that incident, perhaps it had made more of a lasting impact on her than she had ever realised.  She could still see the small child standing in the echoing church hall, trying her best to ignore the scratchy ruffle collar of her blouse along with an even itchier tartan skirt.

      A young, attractive girl wearing Doc Martens, a leather jacket and tartan pants walked past Lori, and she almost laughed at the coincidence.  The tartan was a red Royal Stewart weave, which Lori noticed had become “on trend” of late.  But the tartan she knew and loved well, was of course Robertson.  It was her surname after all and a part of her identity.  Even if the lingering memories of her wearing it were uncomfortable.

      The truth was - Lori was Scottish, and from the very rural Highlands of Scotland at that.  After moving to Australia when she was barely twenty, then onto New York for years on top of that, she had adopted a gentle American drawl.  It worked for her.  To be in a different country; being anyone she wanted to be.  Creating her own story.

      Lori crossed through Madison Square park, walking past the trees and small patches of green.  She came this way to work almost every day, but somehow today she thought of home.  Not Australia, but her real home: Scotland.
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      Another day presented more problems, with the usual small fires to be put out.  Lori briefed Julian on the day’s tasks, chased manufacturers to speed up a delivery and gradually worked through the emails that were now piling up in their hundreds.  Alex had come to Lori’s desk with a cup of coffee and a box of chocolates with a big red ribbon on top.  “These are just a small thank you for helping me,” her colleague smiled shyly.

      “Oh, you didn’t need to!” Lori took the cup gladly.

      “I absolutely do, you’ve been so kind.  I know you have a lot on your plate too!” Alex sat down at her desk, which was parallel with Lori’s. “I just don’t know how you do it, you seem so calm and collected.  I’m freaking out at this workload every day.”  Alex grimaced at her computer screen.

      “Do I?” Lori shook her head, and wondered if anyone had ever really come close to guessing how she actually felt inside.  “I’m just trying to take each day as it comes.”  She sighed and drank more of her coffee, welcoming the caffeine.  “I think the key is to remind yourself that we’re not saving lives here – no one is going to die if we don’t select the right style, or if we're late with a delivery or forget to prioritise a customer complaint.  So what’s the worst that can happen?”

      Alex tore her eyes away from her computer screen.  “Really?  That’s what you do?” She chuckled to herself in a daze.  “You know, you’re absolutely right!”

      Lori had never asked Alex her age, it wasn’t a thing that mattered to her usually.  But as similar as they were in age, Alex had been a buyer for far longer and strangely, Lori felt that she was fast becoming the blonde girl’s mentor.

      “Sometimes we will just never have enough time to get through things.  That’s normal!” Lori leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs, resigning herself to make this her break time.  She would work through lunch.

      Alex sighed and suddenly put her hands over her face.  Startled, Lori looked around to see if anyone was listening to their conversation, luckily no eyes watched them, all likely too engrossed in their own work to notice.  She spun her chair closer to her upset colleague.

      “Hey, it’s OK! I can help you!”

      “I can’t take any more of your help!” Alex looked almost close to tears, she bit her lip and glanced around the office.  “I’m not sure how long I can do this!” she whispered, as her eyes continued to dart about the other desks.

      “It’s just a tough spot, you’ll get through it!” Lori put her hand on Alex’s arm, trying to comfort her as best she could.

      “That's just it - I don’t think it is anymore!” Alex leaned her head on her hand and looked sideways at Lori, her eyes red.  “I haven’t slept properly in months!” she sighed shakily, and a tear fell from one eye.  She wiped it away swiftly.  “To be honest, I think it’s more like years.  I don’t eat well either, everyday I make a sandwich or I plan to go out and get something, but things always crop up and I end up just eating shitty rice cakes all day.”  Lori had certainly noticed that even before she joined the menswear department, Alex had been rapidly losing weight.  “And now... my boyfriend has split up with me!” another tear fell and she covered the side of her face with her hand, shielding herself from any onlookers.

      Lori squeezed her arm.  “OK breathe, don’t think anymore on this for a second, just breathe.”  They both sat together in quiet companionship until Lori spoke first.  “I think you may need a wee holiday?  Maybe just some days away?” Lori suggested quietly.

      “Wee?” Alex looked up blankly.

      “Aye.”  Lori slipped up, the words came out of her mouth without her realising, and she quickly caught herself from letting her Scottish accent go any further.  “I mean, how about going on a short vacation?”

      “A vacation?” Alex shook her head in alarm.  “No way, who would do my job when I’m gone?  I can’t even take a day off when I’m ill!”

      “OK well at least just take some time right now, go for a walk around the block.  Clear your head; maybe switch off your phone and leave the office for a bit?” Lori patted her hand gently.

      Alex dabbed her eyes slowly, her shoulders slumped. “You’re right, I’ll go out for a walk.”
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      Lori spent the next couple of hours in front of her computer, consumed by the constant flow of emails.  She noticed that Alex had been away for some time, and as a result had to answer her desk phone and take messages, writing each one down on a post-it note.  The coloured bits of paper very quickly covered Alex’s desk, with various departments chasing up outstanding issues.  The day sped through to early evening, and Lori decided she needed an early night.  As she started to pack up her things, her phone rang.  It was Frankie.

      “Hi Frankie!” Lori breezed.  “Everything OK?”

      “Hi Lori, well – yes, things are fine.  I wondered if you could spare a minute?  Could you come to my office?”

      “Sure!” Lori ended the call and walked upstairs to the management offices.  She liked and admired her boss; the older lady was ambitious, clever and valued her staff according to their talents rather than their contacts or personality.  She almost always met Frankie each week for a coffee and catch-up.  She had once overheard some of the other buyers talking about this fact: “She’s so playing the game, all she wants is to be at the top and she's just using Frankie to get there!” Lori didn’t blame them for being suspicious, but more than anything she simply liked Frankie, and enjoyed learning from her as a colleague -  besides, it was the older woman who had asked her for a coffee in the first place.  Since then the pair had developed a good working relationship, and Lori felt lucky to have Frankie on her side.

      She walked up to the receptionist’s desk, who immediately waved her through:  “Just go ahead Lori, she’s expecting you” the young girl with glasses smiled briefly, then cast her eyes back over sheets of paper before her.  Lori found Frankie was standing with her back to the door, looking out the window at the city lights.  The sun had already dropped behind the high buildings.

      Lori hovered at the open door not wanting to disturb the moment, but coughed to get her boss’s attention.

      “Lori, come in! Sorry, I was somewhere else.”  She gestured to the leather sofa beside her that sat in front of the window, with the skyline of the city looming impressively at its back.  She sat down on the sofa beside Lori, and took off her thick black glasses, pinching the bridge of her nose, her eyes closed.  With short ash blonde hair, red lipstick and smart black dungarees, Frankie looked years younger than her age.  But today she most definitely appeared exhausted.

      “Everything OK?” Lori sat upright on the uncomfortable sofa, waiting for whatever news may be coming.

      “Yes, it’s all go here isn’t it?” Frankie crossed her legs and leaned back.  “How are you coping in your new role?”

      “Oh I’m getting there, constantly learning something new every day.  But I’m really thankful for the opportunity, and for Julian!” Lori had been an assistant for many years and if it wasn’t for Frankie’s promotion, she’d still be there.  Lori felt indebted to her boss, her promotion was a huge compliment, considering all the many other girls who would claw each other out of the way for a similar opportunity.  But Frankie had offered the job to Lori with no interview.  Something unheard of, especially in the fashion industry.  She also wanted to give a small shout-out to Julian, for his recent efforts with the back-catalogues.

      “Good. Yes it’ll take some time Lori, but I have every faith in you.”  She smiled briefly then took off her chunky black earrings and placed them on the table next to her discarded glasses.  Massaging her earlobes, she sighed.  “So I had a phone call from Alex earlier.  She’s resigned.”

      “What? But I was only talking to her a few hours ago!”

      “Yes well, it turns out she’s been struggling here... and she’s had personal things going on too.”

      Lori couldn’t believe the news.  She had been sure Alex would be fine.  They all had bad days; Lori had them too, that was the norm in the industry.

      “Poor Alex!” Lori looked sheepishly at Frankie.  “I better let you know, she had confided in me earlier that it was getting too much.  But I thought she’d be fine after a quick walk!” Lori looked down.

      “This job is not for everyone.  I’m just sorry she never told me earlier, I could have done something.”  Frankie shifted on the sofa turning to face Lori.  “I’m afraid this means we’ll all need to do our bit until we find another person to fill in.”

      “Of course.”  The words came out of Lori’s mouth instantly, and she wondered where she’d find the time to cover someone else’s workload on top of her new task for the designers.

      “I’m not saying just you, but I will need to split the work between the other buyers.  I thought I’d let you know first before I call in everyone for a meeting tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” Lori said in a small voice.

      “She’ll be missed, and I know you both got on well.”

      Lori nodded unable to find the words.  They did get “on well”, as Frankie suggested, but if Lori really thought about it, she knew very little of Alex.  Apart from what she had heard today, they would usually only talk about work.  But that was normal in high-powered office jobs, wasn’t it?

      “I just want you to know, I saw what you were doing for Alex.  You are a good team player Lori.  And if you keep this up, particularly over the next couple of months…well I think there may be another promotion for you.”  Frankie nodded, and looked directly at Lori.

      “Oh, but... I just started this role!” Lori backtracked, confused about what exactly was being suggested.

      “Perhaps,” Frankie nodded again, “but I need a hard worker, a member of staff who I can rely on.  It may be the case that someone will need to take over from me at some stage...”

      “Frankie, I don’t know what to say!”

      Frankie tapped Lori gently on the hand. “Nothing is finalised yet, but if you keep going the way I think you're going, you’ll do very well here.”
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      Lori walked back to her apartment that night reflecting on her day.  Seeing her friend Alex leave without saying goodbye, and now with the idea of a promotion on the cards, she didn’t know how to feel.  She should feel happy that all her hard work was finally paying off; after years of toiling as an assistant she could be running the company soon.  But all she could really think about was the workload to come.  On the plus side, she hadn’t locked herself in a cubicle today, although she barely had time to go to the bathroom.  Lori took a deep breath in and out.  Could she really keep this up?  At some stage, eventually, she would burn out just like Alex.  But then, wasn’t this the career trajectory she had always wanted?  Why wasn't she happier?  Half-distracted, Lori felt her phone vibrate and answered it swiftly:

      “Lori speaking.”

      The voice on the other side gasped and then shrieked: “Lori!”

      “Tammy?  Is that you?  Is everything OK?  Is it Gran?” Lori couldn’t help the panic in her voice, she hadn’t spoken to her family in so long, that her mind flew instantly to the negative.

      She heard her little sister sniff loudly, then laugh down the phone.  “The best news: I’m getting married!”

      Relief spilled over Lori, and as the good news registered, a smile broke out on her face.  “That’s great!  Is it to Alan?” Lori hadn’t seen her sister in three years; oh... wow, was it that long? and knew that she had been seeing the very tall and cheery Alan Mackenzie, but since moving away from home all those years ago, she only vaguely remembered him from high school.

      “Of course it’s Alan!” Her sister sniped.  “You think I’d get married to someone I’d just met?” Her tone had quickly changed, Tammy always had a hot temper.

      “I’m sorry, I’m a bit all over the place at the moment.  I’m so happy for you both, really, Alan seems like such a nice guy!”

      “The best guy I know” Tammy reverted to her sunny self.  “Can you believe it?  I’m getting married!  I can’t wait!”

      “Me too, what can I do for it?  Have you thought about dates?” Lori was sure she’d be asked to organise most of the wedding.  Tammy never shied away from asking every favour under the sun, and Lori was certain she would be happy to hand over the bulk of the worst tasks to her.  She and their eldest sister Jean were the organisers in the family, while Tammy was the fun, carefree one.

      “Would love help, I’ll need my sisters with me.  And you’ll be so impressed - we’ve already set the date!”

      “OK great! I’ll pop it in my calendar”

      “I’m so happy Lori! It’s 1st of June!”

      Lori mentally made a note to request holiday leave in plenty of time at the office.  “OK, so: perhaps May next year I can come home and help organise whatever still needs doing the month before the wedding?”

      The voice on the other end went quiet.  “Oh – wait - you think I mean next year?  No Lori, 1st of June this year!”  She chuckled over the phone in astonishment.  “Silly sausage, I’m not waiting a year!”

      “But that’s... like... three weeks away!” Lori blurted out, and stopped in the middle of the busy sidewalk.  Passersby shuffled around her, some casting annoyed glances.

      “Two and a half weeks, actually!”

      “Absolutely not.  I can’t make that!  We’re losing people in my department; it’s the worst timing.  I’m sorry sis, you need to change the date – do it next year!”  Lori gulped down her anxiety and continued walking.  Tammy was out of her mind, there was no way Frankie would let her leave work for a couple of weeks, not now.  It was out of the question.

      “But we can’t have it next year,” came a small voice.

      “Why can’t you?  I can be there and help with everything if I have time.  Does Gran know about this?”  Lori couldn’t imagine her gran allowing such a quick wedding.  It all sounded insane.

      “We just can’t, OK.” Tammy sighed, the cheer lost from her voice.

      “Well I can’t come home at the drop of a hat! I work in New York, Tam!”

      The other end of the line was quiet for some moments.

      “Tammy?” Lori called out, worriedly.  “Are you there?” There was another sigh, and a small grunt.

      “OK... if you must know, Alan’s parents are very religious, so... we need to get married soon.  You see I didn’t say -”  She paused.  “I’m... I’m pregnant and his parents would be just hideous if they knew it had happened before we got married!”

      “Oh!” Lori was taken aback, her head was beginning to spin with all the announcements.  “That’s great too… I mean about the baby!”  She stammered, unsure what to say.  Was her sister actually happy she was going to be a mother?

      “Thanks; it is good!  The thing is, we’ve not lived together - his parents had stipulated we should get married before we live together, and as they live so nearby, Alan wanted to keep a good relationship going with them.  They’ve done so much for us.  It’s just... well, they don’t even think we’ve had sex!  I think they reckon we’ll wait until the wedding night...!”

      “Oh, come on!” Lori laughed at the situation, despite herself.  “In this day and age, there’s no way they can possibly think that they can control their son’s sex life!  I’m sure you’re mistaken Tam, they’ll be thrilled you’re pregnant!”

      “No Lori, they aren’t like that.  They are lovely people, but I don’t want to start our marriage on the wrong foot.  They’ve been really kind to me; I can’t do it to them.  We’re having the wedding next month, that’s it – I’m sorry.  Look, I’m sure work will give you time off, when was the last time you took a real holiday to see us?”

      Lori didn’t want to admit it, but she was sure it had been a long time since she had had a proper break.  Could it be two years?  Was that even possible?  Maybe she was already on the same track as Alex, without realising it.  Almost at her apartment, she chewed the inside of her lip.  “What about having it in August - or even July?”  She clutched at straws, hoping her sister would reconsider.

      “We can’t.  Alan is away on the rig for July and August, and any later than that I’ll be showing big time.”

      Lori remained quiet.

      “Please Lori, I need my big sis!”

      “You have Jean too!”  Lori wondered what their older sibling thought of this situation.  But, as she was a single mother to two girls, and worked as the local school teacher, she was sure Jean didn’t have a whole lot of spare time to even help out.  Lori would need to go, but how could she leave her job at such a time?  She walked up the steps to her front door then leaned against the handrail.  The phone still glued to her ear, she closed her eyes; her sister on the other end waiting for her answer.  “OK - I will see what I can do.”

      “Oh - yes, thank you thank you!”

      “I can’t promise anything mind you!”

      “But you’ll try, and I know that you’ll do everything in your power to get here!  Love you!” Her sister rang off leaving Lori numb, standing outside her apartment building.

      Tomorrow was going to be awful; Frankie would announce Alex’s resignation and that they all needed to pull together and take on more work, respectively, for the foreseeable future.  And Lori was going to add to their problems, the worst timing to ask for a holiday!  Oh how everyone was going to hate her!
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