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        To the Moon

      

      

      
        
        Art thou pale for weariness

        Of climbing heaven and gazing on the earth,

        Wandering companionless

        Among the stars that have a different birth,

        And ever changing, like a joyless eye

        That finds no object worth its constancy?

      

      

      
        
        -Percy Bysshe Shelley
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      Lori pushed away the nervous anticipation that fluttered in her tummy and stepped off the train onto the platform. She wondered if she'd made the right decision?

      Should she go back? Hop on the train and head east – return to the exotic countries she'd been enjoying until she felt the pull of home and the guilt of being away from her responsibilities. Living like a nomad with no routines or obligations was thrilling, but no one could live like that forever. It was time to face real life. Back to reality…whatever that meant.

      “Are you ok?” Callum tucked a stray hair behind her ear, bringing her focus back to the cold grey day in the Scottish Highlands. The train station was small, its white walls stained a yellow tinge from years of rain. An old man on the other side of the tracks smoked a pipe, wearing a tweed jacket and cap. He saluted them just as a gust of icy wind ran through the station, making Lori squeak. She had her trusty zippy fleece on, which she’d lived in for the last few months, but it was no match for the Scottish weather. The freezing cold got into every nook and cranny; she wasn’t sure if she could endure the ten-minute walk home without turning into a block of ice.

      Callum didn’t wait for her answer, but took her hand in his, leading her into what resembled a blizzard. Lori strode onwards, but her hesitation remained. Back to reality now.

      They walked down the open road until they reached a side road which led down into the village. Arlochy, Lori’s home, greeted them. Everything in its place just like the day Lori left. Immediately she thought about her mother and father, as she often did when Arlochy was concerned, but she mostly thought of Gran.

      After her gran’s sudden stroke the previous year, Lori had stayed in Arlochy, leaving her comfortable life in New York. She’d taken the plunge, hoping her move had been the right decision. Her plan had been crystal clear: she would open her own fashion shop and look after Gran. It had taken some convincing – Gran being the independent woman she was and not relying on others for most of her life, Lori had to coax her to accept the idea. An idea that had worked out, to Lori’s relief. The pair soon developed a new relationship, much like content housemates rather than testy family members.

      Before her travels, Lori had painstakingly organised her two sisters’ schedules to keep her gran up to date with doctor’s appointments and such. She had left the responsibility to her sisters, another reason it was time to come home to help.

      They marched with determination into Arlochy village. The street was hushed, still in the state of slumber it held on to during the winter months. Soon, it would transform when the warmer weather melted the ice, bringing the first wave of tourists. A couple of shops remain open, the grocers and the post office. A necessity for the locals, and for some, the only chance they get to meet for a chat.

      The dark swelling sea on the other side of the street captured Lori’s attention. A wave crashed over the wooden pier, drenching it in foaming white water. The same spot she and her sisters would leap off on summer nights, shrieking with each jump.

      “Plenty of time for all that, darling. Come on, it’s freezing!” Callum tugged Lori’s hand, leading her onwards for the last few paces until they reached Gran’s familiar letterbox. They steered down the lane towards the misshapen house.

      “Oh my Lolo!” Gran was the first to come out to greet the new arrivals, her eyes bright but pink with emotion. “I was just coming to pick you up from the station! You walked in this?” She dipped her head and looked up at the flurry. She enveloped Lori in a hug and sniffed back the tears.

      “Don’t start crying, Gran, or you’ll set me off too!”

      Gran gripped Lori’s hand tightly, taking in her granddaughter’s appearance. Gran’s white hair rested just above her shoulders in a neat cut; her face, smooth and youthful, from years of healthy eating, and Lori noted, upon reflection, from much rest. Purple spectacles perched on her nose, matching her lavender cropped trousers and blush-pink waterfall cardigan.

      Callum kissed Gran on the cheek and hugged her gently. “Don’t worry about it, Mary, the train was early. We’ve hiked in far more extreme conditions than this!” He beamed at her as she patted his cheek with affection.

      “Oh, I must hear everything!” Gran enthused. An avid explorer herself, she had travelled the world over, collecting trinkets and adorning her house with her findings.

      “Where are your walking sticks, Gran?” Lori gasped, her tone serious. “We talked about this. You’re supposed to use them all the time!”

      “Oh hush, child!” Gran waved her hand, while Callum awkwardly collected the bags and went into the house. “You jump to such negative thinking sometimes! I actually came out to surprise you. I don’t need the walking sticks... Well, not as much as I did before. I only need them for longer strolls. But around the house I’m fine and dandy!”

      Lori eyed her gran with suspicion. “Has the physio confirmed this?”

      “Of course! What do you take me for? You think I would just stop using the sticks intentionally?”

      Lori considered the question thoughtfully. “Yes, Gran. That’s exactly what you would do!”

      “Oh wheesht! You can ask the nurse. She’ll tell you I’m getting much better.” She nodded and put her arm around Lori’s shoulder, slowly leading her up the steps and changing the subject with ease. “But first, my dear, we need to get you showered. There’s a pungent fragrance emanating from you we shouldn’t encourage any longer!”

      Bracken, the old collie, had presented himself to Callum, and lay sprawled on the floor in a blissful state. To Lori’s annoyance, he ignored her calls; his sole focus on keeping Callum’s attention fully on his soft tummy fur. The kitchen was welcomingly cosy as always with jumbles of colourful memorabilia from Gran’s travels, along with delicious smells of baking and coffee. Lori opened her backpack on the counter and unwrapped a turquoise plate with intricate black and yellow patterns, relieved to find it still in one piece. She bought it in Sri Lanka, directly from a backstreet potter on her morning rambles. It reminded her of Gran, and she watched the potter mould more clay into vases, with his daughter by his side painting them in fine detail. The colours complemented the kitchen almost exactly, adding to Gran’s style as if it had always been there. Gran carefully placed the large dish high in a glass cupboard door, exhibiting it for all to see, then popped tea bags into her trusty blue spotted teapot. She poured steaming cups of spiced chai tea and Lori smiled, her heart giving an involuntary pang. She was home.

      Tammy burst through the door holding two heavily laden plastic bags, and a baby fastened to her chest. She shook the hailstones from her damp hair and set down the bags at the entrance. “What does a girl need to do to get a bit of help round here?” She said breezily and patted the bundle gently.

      Callum marched down the hallway and promptly took her bags. “Where’s Alan?” He asked, closing the door behind her, the afternoon light already fading to an unhappy gloominess.

      “On the boat, of course!” She shook her head. “Well now, won’t you give your sister-in-law a kiss?” She winked playfully and patted the baby’s bum. “And finally meet your nephew.”

      Callum diligently obeyed, and Lori ran down the hallway. “Tammy! Oh, and wee Rory!” She wrapped her arms around her sister, laughing as Rory sneezed between them. Tammy expertly unravelled the continuous cloth from around her until Rory’s light fuzzy head appeared, with the faint hint of warm red tones the Robertson family were known for. He looked around the room bleary-eyed, eager to get back to his safe haven. Lori lovingly cradled him in her arms, allowing her younger sister to sit down.

      “I can’t believe you were carrying all those bags, Tam, and him!” Lori nodded to little Rory, who gave her a penetrating look, which if truth be told, made her a little uneasy.

      Tam shook her head and arched her back. “It’s good for me, it’s my exercise.”

      “You should take it easy, though. I hope those heavy bags aren’t on our account?” Lori’s attention quickly went back to her nephew as he sighed. “Tam, he is just so beautiful. He’s got our hair, that’s for sure. Maybe Alan’s nose?”

      Tammy screwed her own nose. “You haven’t seen his enormous feet, those he certainly takes from Alan. I reckon he’ll be a big lad.” She nodded proudly.

      “He’s already a big lad!” Callum flexed his fingers for his turn to hold the baby, and with ease gently swayed him in his arms. Rory stared at his new opponent, and Lori smiled as the two boys intently watched one another. Feeling her sister’s watchful gaze on her, Tammy gave her a knowing wink that spoke volumes.

      “Tam, it’s not like you have dainty feet either,” Lori scoffed, ignoring any assumptions her sister may have.

      “Hey!” Tammy punched her big sister’s shoulder with a strength Lori hadn’t expected.

      “I can see I might need to up my game in the whole exercise department if I’m not wanting to be bullied by my younger sis!”

      “Ha! Me bully you? Chance would be a fine thing!” Tammy shooed them away and unpacked vegetables, while Gran uncharacteristically went to bed until dinner was ready.

      Callum played with Rory, supporting the little boy’s chubby arms and bobbing him gently on his knee. Lori quietly endured a wide range of emotions watching the man she loved holding a baby for the first time. They’d been together less than a year, but their connection ran deep. After being high school sweethearts many years prior, she was in some ways still getting to know him as the man he had become. It hadn’t crossed her mind to wonder if Callum even liked babies! He had been attentive to Lori’s nieces, Maggie and Anne. But they were independent, mischievous pre-tween girls. Not babies. Lori watched Callum’s expression, his face radiating a peaceful joy, which after months of travelling together, she hadn’t witnessed.

      “How is Gran?” Lori asked in hushed tones.

      Tammy held a large sharp knife and carved a butternut squash. Lori noticed her sister’s eye dart from Gran’s room, to Rory, then back to Lori, all in a split second, no doubt her multitasking skills would have graduated a notch since becoming a mum. Tammy clicked on the oven and drizzled oil over the chopped squash. She pulled out a pot from the bottom cupboard, filled it with water, and cast Lori a glance, processing her question. She lit the gas cooker and prepared pasta.

      “She said the nurse cleared her.”

      Tammy blinked at Lori and chopped onions. “No, she’s not ‘cleared’, but the nurse said she’s getting better. She’s been amazing with Rory. I’ve been able to crash here since Alan’s been away...” She stopped short, a strange look in her eyes. “I really think she’s on the mend, no doubt about it.”

      “And you don’t think she’s taking on too much?”

      “No, at least I don’t think so… I try to do as much as I can, cook, clean when Rory is sleeping, and…” Her tone suddenly hurt, she turned away to put the lid on the pot of hot water.

      “I don’t mean that, Tammy, you are doing loads! You have got Rory and I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for the start of things.”

      Tammy shrugged, her hand gripping the knife.

      “But I’m here now,” Lori gave an encouraging smile, “and I will take over anything that needs doing. Honestly, Tam, you’ve done so much. I can take Gran to appointments and cook and clean. Anything else I can do, just let me know.”

      Tammy nodded. Her eyes drifted over to Callum. “You might have enough work to do soon enough. Looks like someone might be broody,” she whispered next to Lori’s ear as Callum pointed out the yellow daffodils sprouting in the garden to Rory.

      “No, don’t be silly. He’s more brooding than broody.” Lori chuckled at her poor joke and swiped a piece of crusty bread from the chopping board.

      Tammy raised her eyebrows. “I know that look. That’s the look of heartache and longing all wrapped into one. Trust me, that man wants children.”

      Lori immediately put down the crust, her stomach lurching. She froze by the kitchen counter, a tightness rising in her throat. Not as intense as her old panic attacks used to be, but still an unpleasant sensation.

      Tammy watched Lori carefully. “You have spoken about these things, right? I mean, you’re not getting any younger. If you want to have kids, you’ll need to plan.”

      “It’s fine, Tammy, we’re good. There’s nothing to worry about,” Lori said quickly, eager to change the subject.

      Callum lifted Rory high in the air to the sound of aeroplane noises and Tammy pressed her lips together, suppressing a chuckle. “OK, OK, I’m just saying, your twenties are for having the career, the one-night stands, the fun. Your thirties are for having kids.”

      Lori sighed heavily, suddenly depressed beyond belief. “And your forties?”

      “Um… I’m not sure, ask me when I’m forty!” Tammy said breezily and stirred the pasta, oblivious to her sister’s new-found dilemma.
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      Lori’s nieces, Maggie and Anne, ran through the front door, wrapping their arms around their beloved aunt. She beamed at them, her heart swelling. She had come so close to leaving them behind for her life in New York. Having been a constant presence in their lives before embarking on her travels with Callum, she already yearned to spend more time with them.

      “I drew you a picture.” Maggie produced a brightly coloured sketch with smiling faces and obscure objects. “There’s the rainbow, there’s Daddy on his boat, there’s you on the beach with me building sandcastles, and Mum and Karen are swimming in the sea with big blobby jellyfish everywhere!” Maggie said animatedly. She handed her art over proudly to her aunt, who admired it and secured it on the fridge.

      “Where am I?” Anne, the older sibling, nudged Maggie.

      Maggie screwed up her nose and, with a critical eye over her work, shrugged. “You're swimming in the sea too... you're just diving underneath somewhere,” she said matter-of-factly, her attention quickly grabbed by Bracken. The lazy dog sat between the girls, waiting for his petting ritual to begin.

      “You look great, Lo.” Jean opened her arms to hug her sister. Her partner Karen, hovering behind, held onto a bottle of wine and a three-tiered cake.

      “Thanks, sis. Oh, you baked, Karen, you really shouldn’t have!” Lori’s appetite returned upon seeing a thick iced chocolate cake with cream oozing at the sides.

      “Well, it’s a special celebration, isn’t it? Plus, it gives me something else to do other than study the whole time!” Karen placed the treats on the counter. Since Karen and Callum's business, Adventurous Tours, ended by mutual agreement, Karen had returned to school.

      Callum appeared on the scene bobbing Rory up and down in his arms, and for a moment, all chatter ceased. Lori knew Jean’s eyes were on her, trying her best to contain herself. Lori had a good mind to make a joke about their reactions, by poking fun at them all. What was wrong with them? Couldn’t a man hold a baby without all the women of the house losing their minds?

      Before Lori could say anything, Tammy announced dinner was ready. With much fuss and commotion, the family seated themselves around the dining table.

      Tammy placed garlic bread, roast vegetables, pasta, and an enormous pot of rich bolognese sauce on the table. “Right, every woman for herself.” She smiled, shaking her head. “Sorry, Callum, what I mean is, everyone dig in!”

      Gran stood up slowly, while everyone was helping themselves. “Now you know I’m not one for speeches…”

      Lori coughed, trying not to laugh. Gran often started a speech this way. For someone who "wasn't one for speeches," she sure liked to make them. Her gran raised an eyebrow, silencing her granddaughter immediately.

      Gran tapped her glass to command more attention over the drone of her great-granddaughters fighting over the garlic bread. Jean whipped the item causing such chaos between Maggie and Anne and put it on her own plate. Gran clasped her hands, patiently waiting for the little ones to finish squabbling. Once the room fell silent, she beamed at her family before her.

      “It’s so wonderful to have you all here again. Sadly Alan is working, but, Tam, we’re all here to help. Rory, what a strong wee lad. He’s an angel come into our lives.”

      “He’s as good as gold.” Tammy admired her bundle of joy who snoozed on a day cot in the corner.

      "And of course, Lori and Callum," Gran nodded. "We're all delighted that you're both finally home. I can now ease off on the prayers and sprinkling holy water on your photo in the lounge." She gestured to the framed picture she had taken of Lori and Callum before their travels. In the photo, they clung to each other by the garden shed, their forced smiles revealing Gran's lack of photography skills.

      Jean scoffed, and Lori casually nudged her in the ribs. Their gran may have traveled the world, but she was a serious worrier and would resort to over-the-top measures, like holy water. Lori was certain that Father Angus would be relieved to know they were finally home. She had no doubt that her Gran hassled the poor priest daily, demanding his prayers on their behalf.

      Gran raised her eyebrow in Jean’s direction, not paying too much attention. “Anyway, we missed you and can’t wait to hear your special news.”

      Unsure of Gran’s remark, Lori exchanged a glance with Callum, whose blank expression met hers.

      “I meant to say your travelling news, your adventures! We want to hear that news,” Gran corrected herself quickly. “You know I was in Hong Kong once too. I’d never walked so much in my life!” She chuckled to herself. “Anyway, I digress. I dare say you’ll both be onto the next adventure soon… Whatever that might be.” She gave a knowing nod to Callum and raised her glass. “To the returned travellers, may you know in your heart that no matter where you go, this is always home.”

      “Hear! hear!” Jean agreed with vigour and split the last piece of garlic bread, giving it back to both her daughters.

      “Auntie Lori?” Anne gripped a knife and fork tightly, her elbows on the table. “Auntie Karen says you saw huge whales in the ocean?” Anne asked quietly, her eyes keen. Lori’s older niece was more studious than Maggie, who had an energy that never disappeared.

      “We did. We saw one of the rarest whales out there, the blue whale!”

      Anne’s face lit up. “They are big, like as big as…” She considered for a moment.

      “Three school buses, all lined up one after the other!” Callum chimed in. “Pretty big, eh?”

      Anne smiled, her face full of wonder. “Wow!”

      “The biggest animal in the entire world!” Lori playfully nudged her niece on the shoulder. “When you’re older, maybe you’ll see one too!”

      “When I'm older, I'm going to travel the universe!” Maggie exclaimed, raising her hands in the air, capturing the room's attention, diverting it from her sister.

      Anne nodded. “I’m going to be an explorer too, maybe a writer, a teacher like Mummy and a—”

      “Well, I’m going to be a teacher like Mummy too,” Maggie interrupted, then briefly considered the statement and added, “also a policewoman, a pop star and a fairy!”

      Everyone at the table roared with laughter, and Maggie piped up even louder, “and a lighthouse keeper and a fisherman!”

      “Well, that’s sweet, darlings, that you want to be a teacher like me, as long as you are sensible headed and you follow your heart… you can do anything in this life.” She exchanged a loving look with Karen next to her and Karen placed her hand gently over Jean’s. The gesture was more than the family had witnessed before, and Lori looked away, unsure if she was trespassing in an intimate moment.
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      Lori lay wide awake in bed, the house's stillness shattered by sporadic bursts of crying from Rory in Tammy's temporary room. Each sharp cry made Lori wince, yet the ensuing silence suggested that Tammy was attentively caring for him throughout the night.

      The thought of having someone so dependent on her weighed on Lori's mind. While she recognised the beauty of such a bond, she also acknowledged its demanding nature. The idea of enduring the little sleep Tammy was currently experiencing seemed unimaginable to Lori. Her freedom was precious, especially after her decision to leave New York for Arlochy. She was at a stage in her life where she didn't want to be overworked and overstressed. The years of panic attacks had plagued her because she couldn't say no. Now that she had reclaimed her freedom, she was determined not to part with it so soon.

      Restlessly, Lori shifted in bed and kicked her leg out from under the covers. Callum, still drowsy, draped an arm over her and snuggled into the back of her neck.

      “Everything OK?” he murmured in her ear.

      “Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep. I’m going to get a glass of water.” Lori turned to kiss him gently on the lips before slipping out from the warmth of his body. She watched him fall instantly back to sleep, and her heart jolted just thinking of how close they had been to losing each other. Just as she had almost left her nieces forever, she had almost left him too – a decision she knew she would have regretted for the rest of her life. But she had come to her senses. She chose Callum, and he was her world. With the best man she ever knew at her side, she felt capable of anything.

      Lori wandered out to the kitchen and rummaged in the fridge for something, but she didn’t know what. She padded barefoot across the dimly lit kitchen and past Bracken, who lay in his bed by the glass sliding door, keeping a lazy eye on her. She petted him briefly and ventured out onto the veranda overlooking the garden. The full moon illuminated the sky, flooding the landscape with bright light. Lori heard another faint whimper from Rory inside, along with the gentle rustle of trees. The wind blew through her, refreshing her body and bringing her senses alive. She needed to be somewhere, do something with her energy. But where could she go? The sensible voice inside her suggested returning to her warm bed; morning was approaching, and a new day with its accompanying distractions lay ahead. But something nagged within her. She gritted her teeth against the cool wind and looked up at the moon. It was smiling down at her. As she had always known it to do; a joyful face carved out in the glowing light. Even as a little girl, he remained there. Her friend in the dark, guiding her home safely. The man on the moon. It followed her, casting its watchful gaze and offering a knowing grin, as if in possession of her secrets, silently accompanying her on her journey.

      But tonight she didn’t feel reassured. She could feel something else: smugness. An almost challenging smile. Provoking her.

      “What?” She asked him defiantly. But, of course, he made no reply. How could he? He was the moon, after all. What had she expected? That he would beam her up and they’d have a chat?

      Lori regarded the faint shadows on his milky surface. “Well, I’ll show you, Mr Moon,” she whispered.

      She wasted no time, giving Bracken a final pat before quietly snatching a spare coat by the front door and slipping on her wellies. Her feet guided her toward the pier, taking charge before her mind could fully process the unfolding events. The moon cast its illuminating glow, enhancing the entire village. Ahead, Lori's gaze fell upon the shuttered bookshop, its shelves lined with ageing novels, a playful cat darting across the street, and the familiar sight of the red fishing boat anchored off the coast. Lori’s skin tingled in the chilly breeze as a surge of excitement ran through her. She reached the pier edge and glanced around to be sure no accidental onlookers were there. She was alone. Free. She removed her coat, shivering in her thin t-shirt and knickers, and braced herself for what lay ahead. And just like she did as a girl, a quick intake of breath and, without further thought, she plunged headlong into the bitterly cold water. A yelp escaped her at the shock of what felt like a thousand knives. She surfaced, pushing back her heavy hair, her legs kicking, keeping her afloat. Adrenaline hit her, and the immediate agony of the cold subsided, leaving a stinging sensation. A deliciousness enveloped her as she glided through the calm dark water. She watched the moon high above, the Milky Way trailing across the skyline and at that moment a clarity came over her. Lori basked in the beauty surrounding her. Where she had been in life led her here. Back home.

      She made a deal with the sea. Wherever life took her, this was who she was, her roots were here.

      The moon’s hue captured her attention once more. His smirk now relaxed, but still watching her intently. She then made a deal with the man on the moon. Whatever challenges he threw at her, she wouldn’t give in so easily.
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      A few miles west from Arlochy stood the ferry town of Morvaig, a hub of activity in the summer months, but as it was only spring, the tourists were low in numbers. Lori strolled through its small streets, taking in the charming seaside shops and the town’s renowned fish and chip cafes. She couldn’t help her excitement bubbling inside her as her little shop came into view. The boutique stood out with its freshly painted white wall and nautical blue window and front door, neatly nestled between the other shop fronts. Lori felt a wave of pride. This is my boutique. She admired the window display. Warm light highlighted well-dressed mannequins with sprigs of white and pink blossom branches positioned around the edges. Everything looked fresh; spring was here. One mannequin lounged on a wooden chair, wearing a loose kimono Lori had made from grey wool with an appliqué of birds and ivy in bright colours. The other reached up to a branch in a high-waisted tartan mini skirt along with a cream polo neck. Lori would not have positioned them in such a way, or mixed such different styles, but it screamed a certain chic and cultured aesthetic that looked inviting.

      Lori opened the door slowly, savouring the moment, the bell tickling above.

      “It is a good fit. I’m telling you, Diane, you wear this to the Hunters’ tea party and you will be the belle of the ball. Or should I say the belle of the buffet!” Rhona clasped her hands together, admiring her customer, who twisted and turned in a cream velvet coat. It fastened at the waist and tapered out in a full skirt, skimming just under her knees. Rhona glanced at Lori briefly with a coy wink, but quickly brought her attention back to the customer.

      Diane looked at her reflection, moving this way and that, her expression uncertain. “I like it, but I’m not so sure. Maybe the yellow one was better? Although…”

      “Of course, the daffodil yellow is stunning. Really brings out your eyes. But this one does wonders for your skin. You are positively glowing, Diane.” Rhona tapped her finger gently on her chin, studying the garment before her.

      “Thank you.” Diane nodded graciously, accepting the compliment. “I was in Barbados last month.”

      “Barbados, I should be so lucky!” Rhona cried. “If only! Crystal-clear water and shimmering sunshine. Yes, please!”

      Diane nodded in agreement, her focus still on her reflection.

      “Well, perhaps you have another occasion you could wear the yellow? If only I could have your social life, Diane, I’d have this coat in every colour – that’s the beauty of it, you see – it’s classic, sophisticated. Would you like me to pack them both for you?” Rhona flicked her wrist and smoothed her hand over the back seam of the cream coat, watching Diane with admiration in the mirror. “One thing is for certain, you’ll be wearing a truly unique item, Diane.” Rhona skirted around the counter, pulling out a gold ribbon and other gift-wrapping materials.

      “Oh, what the heck!” Fumbling in her handbag, Diane pulled out a credit card. “That husband of mine is always on business trips, living the life of Riley, so I should be able to treat myself from time to time!” She chuckled, patting her expensive ash blonde bob-cut.

      Rhona artfully folded the garments in tissue paper before tying a large satin bow on top. With a last flourish, she handed Diane a black bag, exposing the embossed gold letters on its side: “Couturier by the Pier”, Lori’s fashion label. A brand only recently created, which sent tingles down her spine witnessing it as a bystander.

      To Lori’s relief, Rhona had agreed to mind the shop for two days a week while she was travelling. Otherwise, her new business would have been closed for the winter months. Lori knew that at such an early stage it was crucial to raise brand awareness and was keen for any able body to help her. Little did she realise Rhona wasn’t just able, she was the perfect person; her skills in sales alone were apparent, for little stock remained on the shelves.

      “Well well, the wanderer returns!” Rhona pulled Lori in for a hug when the door tinkled on Diane’s departure.

      “Rhona, you’re amazing. I can’t believe you just sold two of my most expensive coats to one woman!” Lori had made only a small selection of one-off coats and cringed at how much she needed to charge for them. She lacked the gumption to sell them, preferring to hide behind her sewing machine if any customers showed interest.

      “Oh, those babies sell themselves! The work you put into them, Diane got a good deal!” Rhona flicked her short dark hair back playfully.

      “Still, you are a dark horse. I never knew you were a first-class saleswoman.” Lori admitted with a bemused smile. She had secretly monitored Rhona’s social media posts for Couturier by the Pier on the rare occasions she had Wi-Fi, if she wasn’t in a jungle or a remote island. But the boutique suited Rhona in a way Lori didn’t expect; she was a natural.

      “I quite enjoy it, actually. It beats doing housework and nagging the kids to clean up after themselves! My mum is on babysitting duty!” She nodded with a grin, resting her hand on the counter. “Honestly, it’s been lovely just getting on that ferry, having a cup of coffee and knowing I’ve got a few hours to meself. Oh, and of course catching up on all the latest gossip!” She gasped, her eyes suddenly wide. “Oh, and I hope you don’t mind, I made a few changes around here?” She bit her lip and scrunched her nose.

      “Well, if it’s anything like the window display, you’ve done a great job.” Lori beamed.

      “Good holiday?” Rhona winked. Changing the subject at rapid speed was a particular trait of hers. She often complained there were never enough hours in the day to talk, or in this case, tap her friend for information.

      “It was travelling, so you know, hiking, roughing it, that kind of thing. So not really a holiday.”

      “Sounds wonderful,” Rhona said flatly.

      “It was.” Lori breathed. She had spent the better part of the trip at Callum’s side. They had been inseparable. Rekindling their love in unusual surroundings; nights together listening to the waves in Con Dao, mornings buzzing through busy streets on a motorbike in Colombo. It had been carefree, a little too carefree at times – she would not be disclosing too much information to Gran. They both revisited their younger selves, kayaking by day and making love throughout the night. Lori had never felt so connected to anything in her whole life, until Callum came back to her.

      “And Callum?” Rhona interrupted Lori’s thoughts. “They say ‘a couple who travel together, stay together.’” Rhona folded the remaining tissue paper and stashed it back under the counter before her eagle eye was back on Lori again.

      “Everyone is eager to know if we argued much or split up multiple times!” She shook her head. “Truth is, we had the best time. I’m sorry to disappoint you all.” She raised her chin, laughing at Rhona’s outrage.

      “Well well, we all want the best for you both. I just know that if I went on a holiday to Corfu with hubby and the family, I’d be more stressed than relaxed! No thanks!”

      “That’s because you have kids in the mix, Rhona. If it was just you and Malcolm, you wouldn’t want to leave the hotel so easily. Next time, get your mum to look after the wee scamps!”

      “Our dirty weekends are long gone, Lo. If I presented the idea to Malcolm, he would give me a list of reasons why not to. The first five hundred of them being the farm!” Rhona had married her long-term boyfriend Malcolm when Lori was a junior secretary in Australia. She’d been the first of her peers to get married, which Lori, being an early twenty-something, would have avoided like the plague.

      “Oh, I’m sure he’d be dead keen to whisk you away. Just elaborate that it’s the big ‘DW’ and I’m sure he’d take over the preparations!” A cackle escaped Lori, and she covered her mouth in shock.

      “DW?” Rhona frowned.

      “Dirty Weekend!”

      Rhona raised her eyebrows, her expression less than playful. “After having kids – there’s a lot you don’t know – let’s just say the mood isn’t so sexy. For him and me! You’ll know once you have some.”

      Lori felt immediately on the spot and shook off the icy shiver that trailed up her spine.

      Rhona folded her arms, and a frown line appeared on her forehead that Lori hadn’t seen before. “I’m sure things will sort themselves out.”

      Before Lori could ask her friend to elaborate, the subject was changed in classic Rhona style.

      “Lori darling, your hair. Did you get dreadlocks or something?” She tapped the side of her mouth and shook her head disapprovingly. “You look like someone pulled you through a bush. I knew Callum was a mad thing in the sack!” A slow smile spread over her face. “I can’t believe your gran let you in the house like that. Go see Katie down the road.” She shooed Lori away. “No one’s going to take you seriously as a fashionista looking like you just stepped off Pirates of the Caribbean! Go this instant!”

      Lori self-consciously walked to the hairdressers, her coat wrapped around her ears shielding her from the wind, and any disapproving eyes. Since being told by not one but two people of her shabby appearance, she wondered just how bad she looked. Messy chic could be a thing. She could make it a thing.

      But rather than encourage that idea, she dashed into the hairdressers.
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      Two cups of tea and all the celebrity gossip she could read later, Lori emerged from Katie’s, her hair detangled and a little shorter than before. No one could accuse her of being dragged through a bush again!

      Rhona had waved her farewells to catch the ferry home, and Lori took the time to become reacquainted with the shop. She breathed in the comforting smell of wool fabrics and the remains of Rhona’s citrus perfume. She felt dizzy with enthusiasm… or perhaps it was the effects of the perfume! Lori hummed to herself, adjusting the music on the sound system to an upbeat folk tune and cast her eyes around the shop, looking for inspiration. She was low on capes, dress coats, skirts, and waistcoats, which she jotted down on her to-do list and continued to rifle through the rails. One thing was for sure, Lori needed to produce stock immediately! From underneath her large cutting table she pulled out a roll of dark navy wool and unravelled it, smoothing it with her hand for any kinks or creases. Then, with determination, she selected a few cardboard patterns from her collection in the back cupboard. All of which were beautifully organised by size and style, secured on hooks and waiting for her attention. She placed pattern cut-outs on fabric, traced around them in bright pink chalk, and with huge tailor’s shears, cut into the thick wool with a satisfying crunch. Lori found this part of the process the most fulfilling; seeing the flat piece of cloth beginning to take shape, like she was coaxing it into being. Someone would wear whatever these would soon become, perhaps for a special occasion, and hopefully love them as a keepsake. She was creating, giving a lease on life that wasn’t there before. In a strange way, they felt like her babies, her creations, her love.

      Lost in a trance, Lori remained oblivious to the tinkle of the doorbell and the giggles of the surrounding audience, a group of teenage girls in school uniforms.

      “Come in, girls. Please look around. Don’t mind me, I get a little distracted.” Lori waved at them but remained focused cutting more fabric.

      One girl, with thick luscious blonde locks, rocked back on her heels, glancing at the few items on display. “You don’t have much,” she remarked, chewing gum. Lori caught her making a face at her friend, who sniggered under her breath.

      “No,” Lori said breezily, not succumbing to the teenager’s smugness. “But that’s why I’m making more.” She threw another piece of chopped fabric onto a pile, scissors still in her hand. “You go to Morvaig high school, then?”

      The sniggering friend continued, apparently the only contribution she could make. The girl with the gum squinted at Lori’s table full of fabric. “You make the clothes?”

      “I sure do!” Lori placed the used cardboard patterns back onto hangers and stretched to hang them in the back cupboard.

      “It’s like for older women?... maybe older than my mum,” the blonde teen mused, flashing her friends an expression Lori couldn’t make out.

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that—”

      “We must get back to school, right?” The blonde leader of the pack flicked her hair, and the gang shuffled out the door after her.

      “Rude little…” Lori crossed her arms, watching the door slam behind them, stunned at how brazen teenagers were these days. She raised her eyebrows and exhaled. Her gran would have zapped any unruly behaviour before it developed. Mary Robertson may be the gentlest of souls, but she had a grit within her no one dared challenge.

      Lori turned back to the mounds of neatly cut fabric and stacked them beside her large sewing machine at the far end of the shop. When she started her business, Lori initially utilised her mother's antique Singer sewing machine to create most of the items. However, as her shop expanded, she purchased her very own heavy-duty sewing machine and retired her mother's. The retired machine now served as a decorative element, displayed on the wall amidst shelves of neatly folded tweed fabrics arranged in a gradient of colours resembling a rainbow. Above, framed photographs of her mother and grandmother proudly adorned the wall, serving as her daily inspiration and silent motivators.

      As the door tinkled once again, a different schoolgirl appeared in the doorway, setting her apart from the others. With an upright posture and a high up-do of raven black hair, she exuded a distinctive presence. Unlike her predecessors, she donned black trousers, a black waistcoat, and a matching black jacket. The weight of her heavy bag was the only indication that she was, indeed, a school student. She cleared her throat. “Can I look around?”

      “Of course, please,” Lori welcomed her in with a wave. “You missed your friends. They left a few minutes ago.”

      “Oh, they’re not my friends.” She swallowed, gently touching some scarves by the door, still uncertain to cross the threshold.

      Lori watched the girl, her eager eyes taking in the clothing on display, then she gasped. “Is that…it looks like Christian Dior?” She weaved between the railings and cautiously moved around the mannequin tucked in the corner. Her fingers gently caressed a cream silk jacket over a billowing black skirt underneath. Her face flushed, her interest piqued.

      “Inspired by Dior, yes.” Lori grinned, impressed at the girl’s astute fashion knowledge. “You like Dior?”

      “Yes, well, he was revolutionary. Before him, designers used very little fabric because of the war. He revived haute couture in Paris!” She looked back at the dress. “This is breathtaking.” Her shy countenance disappeared the more she examined the garment.

      Lori waved the compliment away, still unsure of her capabilities as a designer. “I just felt inspired. Anyway, it’s a bit too dramatic for anyone around here. Can you really see a local wearing this to pop out for a carton of milk?” Lori scoffed. “This is just a statement piece, but my bread and butter is the everyday wear.” She swiped a loose hair from a maroon blazer next to her.

      “If I could, I would make these…” The teen pointed to the cream silk jacket. “You never know where it might lead you.” Her wide eyes adjusted back to Lori’s. “I mean, that’s what I would do.” She shrugged and pursed her lips. “Thanks for letting me look around.”

      “Anytime!” Lori waved to the young girl who left just as quietly as she came in.

      Lori turned back to the work before her and sighed. She popped on the kettle in the back kitchenette, needing her caffeine hit to get her through the graft ahead. As the kettle bubbled, Lori craned her neck back toward the elaborate style in the corner. Mug in hand, she scrutinised the outfit from a distance. She’d embroidered a delicate black rose design on each button. The process had taken her several nights, but the result was effective. But to what end? It was a pretty piece that would likely remain in the same spot for another year before going into storage. She needed to be realistic. She lived in a rural town, not a trendy part of London. No one would pay for anything like this. While it certainly caught attention, customers would simply take a brief look at the price tag before promptly distancing themselves from it.

      Lori couldn’t blame them. It was how things were here.

      She stirred her coffee and took a sip. The strong flavour spurred her onwards, and she wasted no time in stitching fabric. The machine buzzed loudly, tapping in time to the fast music playing overhead. Lori welcomed the trance-like state and stitched wools together; royal blue wool and grey herringbone zipped through, passing under the needle at rapid speed. She let her mind wander as her hands and feet continued. But soon without thinking, her foot gently eased off the treadle, and she glanced back at the Dior style jacket. A futile thought perhaps, but she couldn’t help but wonder if could she make something else like it?
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