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Threads of Courage

Chapter 1 – Measured Cuts
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The shop always smelled faintly of steam and pressed cotton.

Gregory preferred it that way.

There was something steady in the scent—predictable, clean, untouched by the outside world. It clung to the walls, to the long wooden worktable, to the rows of carefully folded fabrics that lined the shelves like quiet, obedient soldiers. Nothing here moved unless he moved it. Nothing changed unless he decided it should.

He ran his fingers along the edge of a dark wool panel, feeling for imperfections that most people would never notice. A slight unevenness in the weave. A tension that didn’t sit right beneath the surface. He marked it with a small piece of chalk, barely visible unless you knew where to look.

That was the thing about tailoring. It wasn’t just about cutting and stitching. It was about understanding what was hidden—what pulled, what resisted, what refused to sit smoothly no matter how carefully you tried to shape it.

Gregory exhaled slowly, setting the chalk down beside his shears.

Outside, a car passed. Then another. The distant hum of the city filtered in through the front window, muted by glass and routine. It existed, but it didn’t reach him here—not really.

This space was his.

Controlled. Measured.

Safe.

He reached for the shears, their weight familiar in his hand, grounding. The metal gleamed under the overhead light as he positioned them along the chalk line. For a moment, everything narrowed—sound, thought, time—until there was only the line, the blade, and the quiet certainty of the cut.

Then—

The bell above the door rang.

Gregory stilled.

It wasn’t unusual. People came in—appointments, occasional walk-ins, clients who needed adjustments or fittings. But the timing felt... off. He hadn’t been expecting anyone for another hour.

The bell rang again as the door settled closed.

He set the shears down carefully, not rushing. There was no need to rush. There never was.

By the time he turned toward the front of the shop, his expression was neutral, composed into something that revealed nothing he didn’t intend to show.

“Hello,” he said, voice even.

The woman standing just inside the doorway didn’t respond immediately.

She was looking around.

Not the casual glance of someone orienting themselves, but something slower, more deliberate—like she was taking the space in piece by piece, letting it settle. Her gaze moved over the shelves, the worktable, the dress form in the corner draped with unfinished fabric.

Then, finally, she looked at him.

“Oh,” she said softly, as if remembering where she was. “Hi.”

Gregory inclined his head slightly. “Can I help you?”

She stepped further inside, letting the door close fully behind her. The bell gave a small, final chime.

“I hope so,” she said. There was a hint of a smile, but it wasn’t performative. It felt... unguarded. “I wasn’t sure if you take custom requests without an appointment.”

“I do,” Gregory replied. “Depending on the request.”

Her eyes flicked briefly to the worktable, then back to him. There was something in the way she looked at him—not intrusive, not rude, but attentive in a way that made him aware of himself in the space.

“I think mine might fall under ‘depending,’” she said.

“That usually means it will,” he answered.

That earned a small laugh from her—quiet, genuine.

“Fair enough.”

She took another step forward, closer to the counter that separated the front area from his workspace. Up close, Gregory noticed details he hadn’t registered before. The faint traces of paint or dye on her fingers. The texture of her clothes—layered fabrics, not expensive, but chosen with intention. Nothing about her looked accidental.

“My name is Larisa,” she said.

“Gregory.”

There was a brief pause, the kind that could become awkward if left unattended. But she didn’t rush to fill it, and neither did he. It settled between them, not uncomfortable, just... present.

“I’m a textile artist,” Larisa said finally. “I work with reclaimed fabrics, mostly. Pieces that already have a history.”

Gregory nodded once. “And you’re looking for...?”

“A collaboration,” she said.

That was not the answer he had expected.

He let a second pass before responding. “I’m a tailor.”

“I noticed,” she said, glancing again at the shop around her. “You’re also very precise.”

It wasn’t a compliment, not exactly. More like an observation.

Gregory crossed his arms loosely. “Precision is part of the job.”

“It’s more than that,” she said, her gaze returning to him. “You can tell by the way everything is arranged. By the way the seams on that jacket—” she gestured lightly toward a piece hanging nearby “—are almost invisible.”

He followed her gesture without meaning to. The jacket in question was one of his more recent pieces. Clean lines. Minimal stitching. Controlled.

“You’ve been studying my work for less than a minute,” he said.

“Less than that,” she agreed.

“And you’ve already decided what kind of tailor I am.”

“I’ve made an educated guess.”

Gregory held her gaze for a moment longer than necessary.

Most people didn’t do this. They didn’t walk into his space and start interpreting it. They asked for services, for timelines, for prices. They stayed within the expected structure.

Larisa didn’t seem particularly interested in that structure.

“What kind of collaboration?” he asked.

She reached into the bag slung over her shoulder and pulled out a bundle of fabric, carefully wrapped in a piece of muslin. She set it on the counter with more care than most people gave their own belongings.

“This,” she said.

Gregory didn’t move immediately. Then, slowly, he stepped forward and unfolded the muslin.

Inside were several pieces of fabric, each different. A worn denim panel, softened with age. A strip of embroidered linen, delicate and slightly frayed at the edges. A darker material—wool, maybe—with faint signs of previous stitching, as if it had once been part of something else entirely.

He didn’t touch them yet. Just looked.

“They’re all reclaimed,” Larisa said. “From different places, different people. Some of them I know the history of. Some I don’t.”

“And you want them made into something,” Gregory said.

“Yes.”

“What?”

She hesitated.

Not uncertain—considering.

“That’s where you come in,” she said.

Gregory finally reached out, lifting one of the pieces between his fingers. The denim was older than it first appeared. Worn in specific places. Shaped by use.

“These don’t belong together,” he said.

“I know.”

“They weren’t made to be part of the same garment.”

“I know that too.”

He set the piece back down. “So why force them?”

Larisa’s expression didn’t change, but something in her eyes sharpened slightly.

“I’m not interested in forcing them,” she said. “I’m interested in seeing what happens if they’re allowed to exist together.”

Gregory exhaled through his nose, a quiet sound.

“That’s not how tailoring works.”

“Isn’t it?” she asked.

“No.” His tone was steady. “Tailoring is about structure. Intention. You don’t just put pieces together and hope they make sense.”

“I’m not hoping,” she said. “I’m asking.”

There it was again—that steadiness in her voice. Not pushing. Not pleading. Just... present.

Gregory glanced down at the fabrics once more.

Mismatched. Uneven. Unpredictable.

There was no clean pattern here. No obvious way to cut, to shape, to control the outcome.

It would be difficult.

Irritating.

Possibly pointless.

He should have said no.

“That depends on what you expect the result to be,” he said instead.

Larisa’s lips curved slightly—not a full smile, but something close.

“I expect it to be honest,” she said.

Gregory looked up at her.

“Honest isn’t a measurable outcome.”

“It is for me.”

He considered that.

Most clients came in with clear requests. A suit for an event. Adjustments for fit. Replication of something they had seen elsewhere. There were parameters. Definitions of success.

This—whatever this was—didn’t have that.

“What would you wear it for?” he asked.

Larisa tilted her head slightly. “Does it need a purpose?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because garments exist to be worn,” Gregory said. “That’s their function.”

“And if the function is expression?” she countered.

“That’s secondary.”

She smiled then, more fully this time.

“I don’t think it is.”

Gregory felt something shift—small, almost imperceptible, but there.

Not agreement.

Not even interest, exactly.

Something else.

He looked down at the fabrics again.

Then back at her.

“This would take time,” he said.

“I’m not in a hurry.”

“It won’t be cheap.”

“I didn’t expect it to be.”

“It may not turn out the way you want.”

Larisa’s expression softened slightly.

“That’s kind of the point,” she said.

There was a pause.

Gregory nodded once, slow.

“Alright,” he said.

He wasn’t entirely sure why he had said it.

Maybe it was the challenge. Maybe it was the disruption of his routine. Or maybe it was the way she stood there—steady, unguarded, as if she expected the world to meet her halfway and was prepared when it didn’t.

“Alright?” she repeated.

“I’ll take the project,” Gregory said.

For the first time since she had walked in, Larisa looked genuinely surprised.

Then pleased.

“Thank you,” she said.

Gregory gestured toward the fabrics. “Leave these. I’ll need time to assess them before I can give you a more precise timeline.”

She nodded, already unshouldering her bag fully.

As she did, her gaze flicked to him again—brief, but lingering just a second longer than before.

Not intrusive.

Not evaluative.

Just... noticing.

Gregory felt it, sharper this time.

He turned slightly, reaching for a notebook on the counter, giving himself something to focus on.

“I’ll need your contact information,” he said.

“Of course.”

She stepped closer, leaning slightly over the counter as he opened the notebook.

Up close, he could see the fine details more clearly—the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, the uneven stain of dye along her thumb, the quiet steadiness in her expression.

“Larisa Kovac,” she said, spelling it out as he wrote.

Her voice was calm. Certain.

Like she knew exactly who she was.

Gregory finished writing and closed the notebook.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said.

She nodded.

But she didn’t leave immediately.

For a moment, she just stood there, looking at him again—not in a way that demanded anything, but not in a way that dismissed him either.

Then, finally, she stepped back.

“I’m glad I came in,” she said.

Gregory inclined his head slightly. “We’ll see if you still feel that way when the work is done.”

Her smile returned—small, but real.

“I have a feeling I will.”

She turned then, crossing back to the door. The bell rang softly as she opened it, letting in a brief rush of outside air—cooler, less controlled.

Then she was gone.

The door closed.

The bell fell silent.

And the shop returned to stillness.

Gregory stood there for a moment longer than necessary.

Then he looked down at the fabrics she had left behind.

Mismatched.

Uncertain.

Unstructured.

He reached out, touching the edge of the embroidered linen.

It didn’t sit neatly under his fingers.

Didn’t behave the way fabric was supposed to.

He let his hand rest there for a second.

Then he drew it back, exhaling slowly.

“This is a mistake,” he muttered.

But he didn’t move to put the fabrics away.

Instead, he picked up the chalk again, turning one of the pieces slightly, already—despite himself—beginning to see where a line might be drawn.

Not clean.

Not obvious.

But possible.

And for the first time that day, the stillness of the shop felt... different.

Not disrupted.

Just... altered.

By something he hadn’t measured.

And hadn’t yet decided how to control.
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