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The Bridal Shop 

 

(The Rose Sisters, #1)

 

Sienna Carr

 


Author's Note:

 

THE BRIDAL SHOP is the first book in THE ROSE SISTERS series, about three sisters, Ashleigh, Eloise and Ginny who live in the small town of Whisper Falls.

There are four books. The first three are based on each of the sisters, and the fourth book brings all their stories to a conclusion. 

While they can be read standalone, your reading experience will be richer if you read the books in the following order:

 

The Bridal Shop

The Summer House

The Winter Beach

The Rose Garden


Chapter 1

 

 

“You look absolutely stunning,” said Ashleigh. She watched as friends and family of the bride gasped, their hands clutching their chests as they looked at the bride in the wedding dress she had just put on. This was the last fitting, and everyone was in awe. Tears threatened to fall from many eyes. Murmurs of approval mingled with long sighs, creating a chorus of wonderment. The bride-to-be’s mother looked joyous. “My baby girl,” she cried. 

“Mom!” Helena, the happy bride-to-be and, even more importantly for the Rose sisters, an extremely satisfied customer, fanned her face and at the same time admired her reflection in the large ornate mirror. 

“I love this.” She smoothed down the rich satin of her dress then adjusted her veil, turning to look at herself from all angles. Her friends and family took pictures on their cell phones. 

“Oh, my word.” Eloise, Ashleigh’s sister and co-owner of The Bridal Shop, along with their youngest sister, Ginny, dutifully sighed and gushed. This had been months in the making; not the dress, it wasn’t made by them, but the entire operation from consultations to helping the bride find her perfect dream dress, and making alterations and so forth, took a while. 

Ashleigh and her sisters were less in the business of selling dresses and more in the business of selling dreams. The Bridal Shop sold ready-to-wear bridal dresses made by a variety of manufacturers and designers, and with Eloise’s artistic flair and eye for fashion, they could find the dream dress that would make a bride look perfect on her big day. 

The dress was indeed beautiful. 

“You’ll look stunning walking down the aisle,” Ashleigh told her. She had watched this exact same scenario play out many times over the twenty-plus years of running the family’s business. She had seen thousands of happy brides start their journeys here, and it always began with the dress. 

“Where dreams begin,” someone in the bride’s party said. “It’s true, it’s so true.”

“Yes, they do …” the new bride-to-be echoed. “Where dreams begin, they do begin here, and now …” The smile on her face spread out as she repeated the slogan which was synonymous with The Bridal Shop, the business Ashleigh and her sisters all worked at, the one her parents set up so long ago. 

Where dreams begin. 

The words were written in cursive gold writing on a cream silk painted wall, and it caught people’s attention as soon as they walked in, putting them in the right state of mind for fulfilling their dreams. 

Unfortunately, those words didn’t have the same effect on Ashleigh and she forced herself to smile and nod in agreement.

Her dreams hadn’t begun here. They had died. 

“It fits perfectly,” said Eloise, fussing around the bride. Of the three of them, Eloise was the one who had studied fashion and design and was the better equipped to deal with the actual design and fitting side of things. The business had been started by their mother many years ago. She had been the real figurehead behind the company. 

“I’ll leave you to it.” Ashleigh left the enraptured group and walked over to the counter in order to get away. Sometimes, happy brides were more than she could handle. 

She waited patiently by the counter, then checked the appointment book to see if there were any more fittings for dresses later today. 

“I love your shop.” A woman, probably an elderly aunt, walked over to her. “It has such a lovely feel to it. We knew it was something special the moment we walked in.”

“Thank you. That’s exactly the feeling we want you to have,” Ashleigh replied. Customer feedback, and compliments especially, told her that they were doing things right. Over the years, she and her sisters had striven to make The Bridal Shop the number one wedding dress shop in Whisper Falls and the surrounding areas. 

“Not to mention that your dresses are amazing, so beautiful, such a selection and the service you ladies provide is out of this world. I will definitely be recommending you.”

“Thank you.” 

“How long have the three of you been running this business?” 

“Twenty-two years,” Ashleigh replied, forcing a smile she didn’t feel. Once upon a time, it had been true. She had loved it here, running and growing the business that her beloved parents had started, until the fatal car accident had shattered their lives. The shock of losing both parents, so young and so unexpectedly, had blindsided them. 

Ginny had been a mere toddler. “An accident,” her mother had said, when a third child had been born so many years later. “A happy accident.” The eighteen-year age gap between Ashleigh and her youngest sister sometimes made their relationship seem more like that of a mother and daughter, than that of sisters. 

“Twenty-two years! You don’t look old enough to be running something for that long.” The usual surprise followed. Ashleigh didn’t look her forty-three years. She was still on the tall side, and slim and svelte, though maybe not having had any children was the reason why. All three sisters were tall but Ginny was voluptuous and more rounded. Eloise was the tallest of them all, with long arms and legs. The Rose sisters didn’t look like sisters at first glance, save for her and Ginny who shared their mother’s hair color, although Ashleigh had hazel eyes. Eloise’s dark brown hair and eyes were similar to their father’s.

Twenty-two years she had stayed, running a business she’d never had any plans to run, and living in a small town she had wanted to leave so long ago.  And here she was. Stuck. 

“Where dreams begin, I love that,” said another member of their entourage. 

“Thank you.” Ashleigh had to bite her tongue. For twenty-two years, she had stared at those words knowing that they weren’t true. Not for her.

But in the beginning, the grief of losing both parents had been a shock that had devastated all of their young lives. And over the years, especially during the last three, a simmering resentment had started to creep up inside her each time she walked into the shop and saw those words. It had gotten to the point that she found herself staring at the slogan with the stark realization that her dreams had ended the day her parents had died. 

Her mother had been smart, and astute, and Ashleigh missed her sorely. Her heart had been shredded to lose her parents, but the loss of her mother—her mentor, guide and friend—that loss had ruptured and caused a gaping hole in her young life. She knew it was one she would never get over. 

How different all of their lives would have been had that truck not jack-knifed across the highway, causing fatal collisions and a pileup of the cars behind it. 

The sisters had changed things at The Bridal Shop in recent years, moving away from their original location on Main Street to bigger premises slightly away from the busy town center. Moving to a more picturesque building surrounded by trees and greenery had worked out so well. They had changed the look and feel of the shop, making it more upscale, so that it seemed more like a high-end boutique than just a regular store. The addition of red velvet chaise lounges and chandeliers had transformed The Bridal Shop into a place that many from out of town came to visit. Some of the dresses they sold were sourced from new and upcoming designers. In this way, they were positioned perfectly for customers who wanted ‘exquisite’ without the Rodeo Drive prices. Because of their special relationship with the designers and manufacturers, they were able to also provide tailor-made dresses at a higher price for the more discerning clients, like Ginny. As a co-owner, she got such perks. 

Many customers, though, were happy with the choice of ready-to-wear dresses they stocked. Many customers visibly gasped when they entered and saw the mannequins dressed in organza tulles and silk and satin dresses in white, cream or ivory. 

“Dreams really do begin here, don’t they?” the woman continued, obviously eager to chat. “It’s the absolute truth, a woman wears this dress for one day, and takes her vows and makes a commitment, and then she starts a new life.”

Ashleigh held her smile.

“How long have you been married?” the woman asked her. Ashleigh always found it odd how people presumed that she was married, despite her not wearing a wedding ring. 

“I'm not married.”

The woman’s' face dropped. “Oh, I ... I ... I assumed.”

“People often do.”

“You’ve never married?” The woman stared at her as if she'd caught the plague. 

“Mom! Stop being so nosy,” a young woman hissed before giving Ashleigh an apologetic look. 

“It's fine. I get asked this a lot.” People assumed these things. She had never married, though Eloise had tried it, for about eleven months, before that ended. “But Ginny’s getting married.” She nodded towards her sister. “Next month.”

A chorus of approval and excitement rose up. “How lovely!” 

“Your dress must be amazing,” the younger girl exclaimed to Ginny.

“Oh, it is. It’s beautiful,” Ginny gushed. 

Ashleigh let out a small breath. “Only the best for this one,” she muttered to herself. Ginny’s dress had taken twice as long to finalize as most. She kept changing her mind, for one thing, and always wanting something else the moment she saw the new designs from their suppliers. Finding the perfect wedding dress for Miss Genevieve had been a continuously moving goal.

But now, it was done. Ginny’s dress was ready, and with a month to go before her big day, Ashleigh was biding her time before making her announcement. Or, perhaps, she would do it before then. 

“I want to get my dress from here, Mom.” Ashleigh surveyed the young woman and recalled being that age. Her own dreams hadn’t had a chance to start. She’d given it all up, the plans to travel for six months before leaving to go to Boston where Ford, the love of her life, would start working at his uncle’s firm and she would start a degree in journalism. 

That had been the plan, until life happened and changed everything. She had abandoned those plans and done the right thing. She had stayed behind to take care of the business her parents had built up, and to keep the family together. With the help of Aunt Becky, her mom’s older sister, who also never married or had children, she had kept her siblings together and done her best to maintain some semblance of family life, even though the people who had given her life were no more. 

Watching everyone else’s dreams begin while hers had stagnated was becoming harder to swallow. 

It was time to change things. To fix things. To put things right. She was patiently waiting for Ginny’s wedding to be over with and then she would make her announcement, because soon it would be time for her dreams to begin.


Chapter 2 

 

 

“I liked her buttons. My dress would look better with the satin buttons, like Helena had, don’t you think?” Ginny rifled through the wedding dresses hanging on the clothes rail.

Eloise slapped her hand playfully. “She’s taken her dress. It’s not here.”

“But there was another one with satin buttons. I saw it a few days ago.”

“Will you stop putting your hands over these, Ginny?” Eloise looked displeased. She was particularly protective about the dresses. She and a few of the part-time assistants did the alterations as and when needed. Ginny handled the marketing and Ashleigh took care of the bookkeeping; these were the primary duties assigned to each of them though together they handled whatever needed to be done in the business. There was a schedule in place, and they took turns working on Saturday and having one day off in the week to make up for it.

“My hands are clean and I was only taking a look.” Ginny stood back, hands on hips, defiant. 

“What is it with you and everyone else’s dresses? Your dress is gorgeous, and you should be happy with it,” Eloise countered. 

“I am happy with it, but we own a bridal dress store and you can’t blame me if I get new ideas and want changes.”

“Get new ideas and want changes?” Eloise cried. “You always want changes.” 

“How can I not when I’m surrounded by so many gorgeous dresses!” Ginny’s eyes flashed. 

“Your dress is being delivered next week. I am not asking for any more changes to be made, not even the buttons! We already changed them from lace to silk.” 

Ashleigh listened to the verbal sparring between her sisters and held her tongue. Ginny was never satisfied and she always had her eyes on all the wedding dresses. It didn’t help that they owned a bridal shop. It also didn’t help that she and Eloise spoiled her. She had been almost three years old when they’d lost their parents, and Aunt Becky had stepped in as their guardian even though Ashleigh had been of age to take care of her siblings. Ginny had been too young to remember that time as painfully as she and Eloise did. 

“What do you want to change now?” Ashleigh asked, her patience beginning to wear thin as she tapped the keys on her cell phone harder than she intended. She was going to slip away and disappear into the office sometime soon, before she gave in and let Ginny have her way, which would lead to problems between her and Eloise. Ginny pouted. “The satin buttons look so good.”

“Your silk buttons look good, too,” Eloise countered.

“If we didn’t own this shop, you wouldn’t have so much choice. You would be like all of the other people who come to us. You’d request a few changes and be done with it,” Ashleigh told her.

Ginny chewed her lip. “But the satin ones look more regal.” 

Eloise’s face was like thunder. “You can’t change anything else on your dress. What do you think this is? A service just for you?” 

Ashleigh was so tempted to give in. She was much harder on Eloise than she was on her youngest sister, and they all knew that. Ginny looked to her for support. Ashleigh shrugged. “Don’t expect me to take sides. Eloise is right. We can’t—you can’t—keep making changes to your dress. What you have is beautiful, Ginny. You’ll always see something newer and nicer. We don’t have long to go, and you should hurry up and get things settled with your house. That should be your priority.” 

Ginny’s wedding preparations were taking over their lives and she couldn’t wait for the wedding to be over with and for Ginny to be off on her honeymoon. Ginny’s fiancé, Ben, was another bone of contention between them all, though she and Eloise tried not to sound too negative in front of Ginny, especially now that things were definitely going forward. 

Ashleigh wasn’t impressed with him, and Eloise had said she had heard not so great things about him in his past, way before Ginny got involved with him. They had warned Ginny about all of this, but she had fallen head first in love like a fool, hard and fast. She’d paid no heed to their thinly veiled warnings. They hadn’t been happy at all when Ginny announced that Ben had proposed, and that she had accepted. 

There wasn’t long to go before the wedding, and for now, focus was on Ginny, but soon enough, things would have to change. Ashleigh was ready for it. 

Ginny narrowed her eyes. “You both pick on me all the time.”

“We do not,” she and Eloise replied in unison. 

Ashleigh tried not to raise an eyebrow. “We give you everything you want.” They had spoiled her too much. Ginny pulled out her phone as she and Eloise exchanged knowing looks. 

“I’m taking my lunch break.” Ginny stormed out of the shop. 

Eloise smoothed out a dress on one of the mannequins. “No prizes for guessing who she’s calling.”

Ashleigh returned to replying to texts on her phone. “At least she’ll be his problem soon.” Then, realizing what she had said, “Ginny’s not a problem, that’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant. She makes too many demands. If we owned a grocery store, we wouldn’t have this problem.”

“Truth,” replied Ashleigh. This was most definitely true. If. There were too many ‘ifs’. “But we’d probably have other problems.”

They both laughed. Running an upscale bridal store was hard work, but rewarding, and seeing the look of pure joy on their customers as they tried on their dresses for the last time made everything worth it. 

But life would have been so different ‘if’ their parents hadn’t had that fatal car crash.

“She’s getting antsy and nervous, maybe because there’s not long to go. She’ll be fine when she comes back from her honeymoon.” At least, Ashleigh hoped so. She hoped that Ben would make Ginny happy. He seemed to. She was happy, and that was all that mattered. 

“Have you considered what we’ll do if Ginny decides she wants to go to work, like in an office or something? What if she wants to leave and get an ordinary job, working for a company, or something?” Eloise asked. Ashleigh looked up and stared at her sister’s back. She hadn’t considered that at all. It could very well be a possibility; one that could upset her own plans.

“We’ll deal with that when it happens.” 

“You know I’m away at the same time?” Eloise asked. “After the wedding.”

“For the first week only,” Ashleigh clarified. Eloise’s friend Beth, from college, was a rich Daddy’s girl who lived in Hyannis Port. She was getting married the week after Ginny, and Eloise had taken a week off for her wedding. 

“Just the first week that Ginny is away,” Eloise confirmed. 

“I can cope for a week without you both here.” Their part-time assistants were a great help. 

“You and Ginny left me alone for a week or was it two weeks? Two years ago around Christmas time,” Eloise reminded her. 

“You’re counting?” Ashleigh asked, surprised. She had held the fort so often that she was sure it amounted to more than a few months in duration. She remembered that time when she and Ginny had visited many places and negotiated with up-and-coming manufacturers and designers. It had been a worthy trip, and to her surprise, Eloise had managed quite well. 

“I’m just saying.”

Eloise was about to open her mouth to say more, but Ashleigh didn’t care to listen. “I’ll be in the office if you need anything.” She picked up her notebook and pen, seeing that the shop was empty. 

The coming weekend, Ginny and Ben were going to take care of some things for their new house which they had recently bought together but hadn’t yet moved into. Ginny had been so excited about it, wanting to make a proper first home for her and Ben. They had been shopping together and had picked out the colors for the rooms and were now looking to buy kitchen wares and bedding. 

Eloise’s friend’s bachelorette party was on Sunday—at least, one of the events was—and The Bridal Shop didn’t open on Sundays. It was the one day the sisters all had off. 

But Ashleigh was becoming increasingly sick and tired of her life running to a schedule. It wasn’t just the schedule, or the shop, but the repetition of her daily life. Eloise reminding her just now of the week’s vacation she’d be taking for her friend’s wedding meant that she would be left taking care of things alone again. 

It was almost as if her sisters didn’t think she had a life. 

She didn’t. 

Her life plans consisted of either meeting Darcie, her best friend since high school, doing her yoga in the backyard, enjoying little trips to various places, or the big highlight which was venturing out of state to find new suppliers. 

The monotony was wearing thin. She hadn’t been aware of it before, but for a few years now, a malaise had set in. 

Her sisters carried on with their lives and, feeling left behind to shoulder all the burdens and responsibilities, a slowly simmering resentment was starting to boil over. 

She needed to let them know now of her plans, but, also, not now. 

Not yet. 

Her plans for the future which she had started to put together had to be put on hold when Ginny had announced that she and Ben were engaged. 

Ashleigh was the sensible one, the dependable sister, the one that the others relied on to fix things. It was precisely because she was all of these things that she was often left in the lurch.

If only she could be as spontaneous and happy-go-lucky as Eloise, and as sometimes selfish and naïve as Ginny. 

She battled with when to tell them. Should she drop the bomb now? Break the news that she planned to take two or more months off to travel around Europe? Or should she let them know after the wedding?

If she told them before, she risked ruining the wedding for Ginny. So, she had resigned herself to waiting until Ginny returned from her honeymoon and Eloise from Beth’s wedding. 

She had waited all this time. She could wait a little longer. It was only a month and then her escape hatch would be open. She wouldn’t be able to fly away immediately after telling them because there would be too many things to settle regarding the business. The last thing she wanted was to cause a disruption to her customers, but at least her sisters would know. And that would be a start. 

Her intention would be out there, no longer a thought, unspoken and carried in her head, like invisible ink on a scrap of paper. 

At forty-three years of age, it was time for her dreams to begin. 


Chapter 3

 

 

They took their lunch in turns, and usually in their large office behind the shop floor. Ashleigh was supposed to meet her friend Darcie today but she had called to say she was busy, so Ashleigh took her lunch at her desk. 

Ginny had returned having taken a longer lunch than usual, and Ashleigh stayed out of her way to avoid saying something that would hurt her. Pre-wedding nerves had settled in slightly sooner than expected, and Ginny was feeling especially fragile. Ashleigh and Eloise let her have as much time off as she needed in order to prepare for the wedding and get her new home in order, but they hadn’t expected Ginny to start taking advantage of this so soon.

Eloise walked in, then hovered around looking for something on her desk. It was an unspoken rule that only one person at a time could be in the office, unless the shop was closed. But now, this was the second or third time that her sister had walked in, looking for something. 

Ashleigh had been researching places to visit in Europe. It was similar to the trip she and Ford had planned all those years ago. She lowered her head, letting herself go back to that time for the tiniest of seconds. What a trip that would have been, and with the both of them so in love. 

She shook her head, as if doing so might shake away those memories. She had detached herself from Ford soon after her parents’ death. News of his marriage and the birth of a child a few years later had pricked her, short and sharp, like an injection, and then she had forced herself to forget all about him. 

She clicked on a link which showed her places to visit in Greece and Italy. She didn’t want to go on a cruise. The idea of being stuck on a ship, no matter how glamourous it was, did not appeal. Also, having to make friends just so that she could sit with someone for dinner and make small talk and polite conversation wasn’t something she wanted to endure. 

She looked up from her computer screen to find Eloise giving her an odd look, before she half turned to leave. Ashleigh blinked. Eloise was all fidgety, and her sister hardly ever fidgeted. It was a tell that Ashleigh knew well. She waited for her sister to spill the beans. 

“What’s Ginny gone and done now?” she asked finally, although she was sure that this—whatever it was—wasn’t Ginny-related. Ginny prompted a different set of emotions in them both.

“Nothing.” Eloise shuffled some papers on her desk. It was another tell. Her sister wasn’t working; she was giving off the illusion of work. 

“What are you looking for?” Ashleigh asked, needing her to be on the shop floor. Eloise scratched the back of her neck, the way she always did when she was usually holding something back. 

“Has a customer canceled?” Ashleigh demanded. The expression on Eloise's face indicated that something like that had happened. It wasn't good when a customer canceled. Some did when a wedding fell through—and some did fall through in spectacular fashion for so many different and sometimes shocking reasons.

Eloise stared at her sheepishly. “No, no. Nothing like that. The, uh … you know I’m going to Beth’s bachelorette party this weekend …”

She nodded. She knew, and she had it marked in her planner. It was supposed to be her Saturday off, but Ginny wasn’t working that day either. She could manage, and Eloise would only be away from Saturday afternoon and returning on Monday morning. Hyannis Port was a five-hour drive from them. Apparently, Beth had planned a whole month’s worth of weekend events for her bachelorette parties. Thankfully, Eloise was only going to the one this weekend.

“Uh … there’s been a change of plans.” 

Ashleigh’s insides hardened. “For what?” Eloise wasn’t one to get nervous, so that fact that she was told her that this new plan was something she was going to hate. 

“Beth has now decided that she wants to go to Vegas—”

Ashleigh’s eyelids flew wide open. “Las Vegas?” 

“For a longer weekend. She said because it’s the only party that I can attend—”

“At least you can attend one. I can’t imagine any working person being able to attend four weekends of bachelorette parties,” said Ashleigh. Some people. Especially those who didn’t have to work. 

“So … uh … she wants to spend longer with me, and a few others. It’s not only me that she’s changing her plans for—”

“How nice for you both.” 

Her sarcasm wasn’t lost on Eloise, who cocked her head. “She’s my best friend. And it’s Vegas. How can I not go?”

“The plan has changed from a meal and a spa day to a wild weekend in Vegas.” Ashleigh didn't want to think about what they would get up to. She hung her head. Well, this was great, wasn’t it? She was going to be burdened with working all by herself on Saturday. 

It wasn't fair. 

She never got a break. 

She never did anything, and her sisters seemed to take full advantage of the fact that she did nothing, went nowhere, had no boyfriend and was there to keep things running while they gallivanted off. 

“It’s Beth’s bachelorette party. I didn’t have anything to do with the planning.”

“Hit me with it, then. How much time do you want off?”

Eloise folded her arms. “We're meeting on Friday morning.”

“Friday morning?” Which meant she’d probably get the early morning flight on that day. Eloise nodded, her expression indicating that she felt bad about this but Ashleigh could see right through it. She didn’t feel too bad about it. 

“When are you planning to come back?” She braced herself.

“On Monday evening.” Her sister made a face as if it was painful to say this. 

“When did the plans change?” Ashleigh demanded. 

“A few days ago.”

Ashleigh wiped a hand across her face, dismay and annoyance bubbling in her belly. “Why are you only telling me now?”

“I wanted to tell you this morning when I mentioned about taking a week off for the wedding. But I knew you'd be upset about it. I wasn't even sure I'd be going.”

“Oh, come on, Eloise! How naïve do you think I am?”

“I knew you’d kick up a fuss, and I didn’t know how to break it to you, and seeing how you’re reacting, I was right.” Eloise folded her arms even more tightly. 

Ashleigh felt a tightness in her jawline. Why did her sisters always seem to make everything be her fault? Was she not entitled to a reaction?

“You’re going, so don’t pretend that you weren’t sure you’d be going.”

Eloise opened her mouth as if to protest, then seemed to think better of it and closed it. 

“You should have told me as soon as you found out. You know it’s starting to get busy around here. It’s the least you could have done.”

“You're mad at me because the plans have changed. I had no hand in changing them and I told you as soon as I could. You and Ginny will be here.”

“Ginny and Ben are sorting out some things for the house. She's going out of town on Friday and Saturday.” The Friday she could deal with, it was Saturdays that were the problem. 

“If you're that mad about it, I'll leave late on Saturday night and be back home on Sunday night.” Eloise stared at Ashleigh with her big brown eyes. “I’ll go for a shorter time and miss the rest of it.”

“To Las Vegas?” It wasn't possible, and Eloise knew that. 

“I'll do it, if it makes you less grumpy,” offered Eloise, but she knew, like Ginny did, that whenever something needed doing, or fixing, or someone needed to stay behind and hold down the fort, they all relied on Ashleigh. Just like now. 

“No.” Ashleigh's shoulders slumped in defeat. “I won’t hear the end of it if I ruin your plans.”

“Stop acting like a martyr.”

“Really? Me? A martyr?” she scoffed. 

“You do. You do this all the time, Ash. All the time.”

Her sister stood up and walked over to her. “Do what?” She wasn’t going to take this lying down. A martyr? She never played that pity card. “What do I do all the time, aside from stand in for when you or Ginny can’t be here?” 

“There you go again, blaming us because we have plans. If you had plans or wanted to do something, or needed to go away, we’d do the same for you. It’s almost as if you’re mad that we have a life.” 

Ashleigh’s insides shook with rage. “What do you mean? When have I blamed anyone for having a life?” 

“I can’t spend my life being tied to this shop,” Eloise cried, in a rare display of anger. 

The words hit Ashleigh like bullets. “What? What do you mean?” Was Eloise thinking the same thing? The idea that her sister had also had enough, and possibly wanted a break, hit her like a sharp slap to her face. 

“I have based my life around this shop,” snapped Eloise. “We have to take turns to go on vacation, we don’t always get the weekend off. It’s always such a big deal when we need to take more time than we’re allowed. I’m fed up with it all. I’d get a better deal working a nine-to-five job.”

“You wouldn’t make that much money.” Ashleigh’s heart slipped all the way down through her stomach, as if a rug had been pulled out from under her feet. This was how Eloise felt? She tried to recall how many times Eloise had been the one left taking care of the business alone. 

Not many times at all. So, this was rich, coming from Eloise, and hearing her moan and complain about feeling so put upon. 

“This is our job. This is what we do for a living,” Ashleigh declared, fighting to keep her anger in check. “This is how we earn our money. This is what we live on.” 

“Don’t you feel like it’s taken over our lives?” Eloise cried. “Sometimes, I feel as if this place is an anchor and it’s weighing me down. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t tied to it.”

Ashleigh bit her tongue. The truth was her sister had caught her unawares. She had been so busy thinking about her own plans for the future, and how they might affect everyone, that she had been treading on eggshells about when to tell them, and in one short sentence, Eloise had beaten her to it. It sounded as if her sister had had enough, too. 

“It does get to be too much. I know. I feel the same,” she replied, being truthful. 

“I went to college and studied fashion design and for what?”

“For this,” Ashleigh told her calmly. So many decisions had been made for them at such a young age. It wasn’t just her own dreams that had been halted. She’d never thought of it like that before. 

“I don't want to do this anymore,” Eloise shot back. “We did this for Mom and Dad, and because we had nothing else to do but carry on, but this doesn’t have to be our entire life. Just because we fell into it doesn’t mean we have to do this until we die.”

Ashleigh surveyed her sister’s expressions and her heart dipped. She too wanted more, and as close as the sisters were in age, and as much as they were different in personality, it surprised her to discover that they both wanted the same thing at the same time. 

A longing to escape. 

Eloise’s confession had come as a huge shock to her. 

“I can’t help it if Beth has changed the plans for her bachelorette party. I want to be able to get up and go to Las Vegas if that’s what the new plan is. I want to be able to do what I want.”

“You do do what you want.” 

“No, I don’t. Not always.”

“Name a time when you didn’t.” Ashleigh folded her arms. Why could they not see it? “This isn’t the first time you’ve announced that something has come up, some friend you want to visit, some party, some …”

“It’s not my fault I have friends out of state. Someone had to go to college to study fashion.”

“Or did you?” There was no real need to go to college. Ashleigh had given up her dreams of pursuing a degree in journalism. Eloise had wanted to go to college, and Ashleigh and Aunt Becky had done their best to see that she could go and study. Not that it helped them much. Aunt Becky didn’t have a college education, and she was able to do as much, when it came to alterations and changing small things on dresses, as Eloise did.

Their mother didn’t have a college education either. She loved to sew and had a natural flair for fashion which she had grown stronger while she had worked in a bridal shop for a few years in New Hampshire, before meeting their father and settling further south in Whisper Falls. Here, with their father’s encouragement and business know-how, they had taken the plunge and set up a small shop.

Eloise hadn’t had to put her life on pause. She’d gotten her degree. She’d gotten married and divorced. She, more than any of the sisters, had been allowed to get up and go and be spontaneous. Without a doubt, Eloise pretty much did as she pleased, and Ashleigh wasn’t going to sit here and let her sister make her feel guilty. 

Ginny popped her head around the corner. “Am I the only one working here today? It’s getting busy out there.”

Eloise rushed and left, leaving Ashleigh staring at her computer, looking at a picture of the Trevi Fountain in Rome. 
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