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Fabric pooled across the floor, a sea of blues and teals in every shade imaginable surrounded the small woman in the middle. Dark hair tumbled from her shoulders as she bent over her newest creation, amber eyes narrowed in concentration.

The dress was so close to the finish and it was looking wonderful. Usually such a dress like this - with layers of soft, pliable fabric and gorgeous shimmers giving the impression of the ocean - would have taken her weeks. Katie had allowed herself only one. Hand stitched with expert precision, it was a step up from her usual, boring greys and browns. Of course, this dress was for her step-sister Emily - and the soft pink dress with bell sleeves that hung on the mannequin was for Emily's twin, Amelia. Nothing Katie made for herself was ever so extravagant.

Katie's lips formed a scowl as her gaze drifted across the dress. The fabric cost more than she could imagine - only the best for her sisters! At least they would look beautiful for the July Fourth celebration night; maybe they would finally find a man and marry. At least then she wouldn't have to do everything for them.

A hiss slipped from her lips as pain stabbed through her thumb. When her eyes snapped down she saw blood spotting across the finger and she jerked back, dropping the sewing needle to the ground. That was the third time today!

"That's what you get for being such an air-head," a voice giggled from behind. Then blonde hair swished into view - followed by the smirking face of Emily. "I hope you aren't wasting time in here; we need those dresses ready in a week. Don't disappoint - you know how Amelia hates to be let down."

Katie dropped her hand - and her heart also plummeted. "What do you want, Emily?"

"Just to check on my sister and see how she's getting on. Show me it."

"Show you what?"

"The dress, obviously. Don't play smart with me." Emily hovered just above Katie's left shoulder - and she wasn't tall, but the way she loomed over Katie made her seem eight feet tall. The dim light of the candles on the bedstand shimmered, flickering harsh yellow light across the floor, and Emily's shadow seemed even more consuming.

Katie relented. Heaving herself to her feet took every ounce of effort, young joints cracking like an old woman's. Careful hands lifted the dress - still unfinished - and spread it out for Emily.

"Really? You expect me to wear this to a celebration? I told mother we should have hired a professional dressmaker! Look at it!" In the dim light her scowl looked so menacing, lips pursed as shadow fell across her face. "The finished piece better look better than this nonsense, or I'm going to have words with mother." A slender hand shot out and swiped the dress from Katie's hands before she had the chance to move - and she laughed as it tumbled from Katie's hands.

Katie stumbled herself, a small gasp leaving her lips as her heart skipped. "Emily, I-"

"I don't want to hear anything leave your lips unless it's to tell me my outfit is ready. You did the same thing last year, and I've had enough! Amelia and I have been looking forward to this all year, and you won't ruin it for us." A shoe emerged from underneath Emily's dress and she dug the heel into the fabric scattering the floor, grinding it in until the fragile cotton tore with an echoing rip.

Katie gasped - but by the time she lurched forward to pull Emily back the damage was done. The dress, with its shimmering blue and dazzling teal, lay in a torn up heap on the ground. Tears stung the corner of her eyes and her heart ached. That had been her most beautiful creation, one she was so proud of! 

"Hm," Emily hummed, voice thick with smugness, "I think it looks better already. It better be finished in time, Kate."

No one called her Kate. No one save her parents and Emily knew that. The nickname, tinged with mockery, caused her chest to shudder. Tears dripped freely then, hot and wet as they spilled from her cheeks "If you need a dress so much, make your own," she snapped, the words falling from her mouth without thought, "nothing I do in this house is enough! I cook and I clean, I grow the garden and tend to the vegetables, I make your fancy clothes and wash them after. What else do you want from me?"

A slow, lazy smirk worked its way onto Emily's painted lips, flashing perfectly white teeth. "A better attitude would be appreciated," she replied. Her laugh made Katie' skin crawl, made her want to reach out and smack that smug look from her lips. 

"You're terrible," Katie muttered. She sniffled, hiding her flushed cheeks and damp eyes as she wiped away the tears. "You don't deserve anything I do."

"Oh, because you're so perfect! Why don't you shut up and go into town for some new fabric. I hear there's a handsome young man working at Golden Stitching now. Not that he'd be interested in you." Another lilting, chime-like giggle left Emily as she smirked down at Katie. "Go on, we don't have all day."

Vile words bubbled in Katie's throat - words she would never have uttered in front of a loved one. The chance to utter them never came as with one last, lingering smirk, Emily spun on her heel and turned her back. Within moments she was gone, door thudding closed behind her.

That left Katie utterly alone, with only her cold bedroom and ruined fabric for company.

Emily's words lingered in her mind, thinly veiled threats she always carried through with. 

Wiping the last of the tears from her cheeks Katie straightened up, smoothed out her skirts, and marched for the door. She needed o go into town - and perhaps she would be lucky and catch a glimpse of this handsome man.
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The trip into town was barely fifteen minutes but it felt like an age as she traipsed along streets and turned one corner after the other. The fresh air was a relief though, cool against her face as she stared up at the cloudy sky. Hopefully it would be better for July Fourth. Actually, since only her step-family was going and she would be stuck inside doing chores, she hoped it stormed terribly.

Golden Stitching sat nestled between a bakery and a barber's. The sign was friendly and welcoming despite it's small size - though the shop itself wasn't much bigger. The sign in the window proudly advertised, custom tailoring for a cheap price! and underneath, every dressmaker's tool you could ever need.

The door jingled as Katie stepped inside and she was met with gentle, soft light from inside. The place was sweet - cluttered but somewhat organised, small but not cramped. The shelves supported an array of needles, threads and scissors. And oh, they had every colour of fabric imaginable! Teal, salmon pink, canary yellow - even colours she had never seen before. It was beautiful.

"Hello, miss. May I help you?"

The voice, soft and masculine, caused Katie to jump. Her cheeks immediately flushed, embarrassed, as she slowly spun to address him. "I'm just looking thank you, I..." she trailed off, speechless.

The man behind the counter was clearly sitting - but even so his height was undeniable. Thick muscles were barely hidden by the taught shirt, tie adorably squint. His eyes, although so dark they were almost black, held a warmth she couldn't describe.

"Miss, are you all right?"

"Oh, I'm so sorry!" If Katie's cheeks flushed any darker, she would end up the shade of a ripe tomato. 

The handsome stranger Emily spoke of was handsome indeed. And his voice, it was like honey. 

"If you need help, let me know. My name is Daniel Gold, by the way; my sister and aunt own this shop. It's lovely to meet you."

Katie simply smiled, nodding. Did he greet every customer so sweetly? "Katie Hull. Well, my name is actually Katherine but I prefer Katie." Was she rambling? It felt as if she was. One pale hand automatically raised to brush hair from her face, dark curls only falling in her eyes once more. She should have done something nicer instead of just a sloppy bun. 

Daniel smiled softly, and he didn't seem to care about the state of her hair. In fact he wasn't looking at her hair at all but her face, drinking up her delicate features.

Katie cleared her throat and nervously jittered back. "Anyway I should have a look around. I'm only here for silk." She kept her gaze low, not daring to peek up at Daniel. Surely if she did, he would notice her blush, the way she nervously played with her hair. 

"Silk is in the far corner, by the dress mannequins," he pointed out, and his voice made her melt. 

"Thank you," she replied simply; keeping her words simple so not to give herself away. She caught s glimpse of him as she turned, his warm eyes lingering on her round face. A smile worked its way onto her lips as she moved to the back of the shop, a pale hand trailing along the shelves upon shelves of materials.

"If you need help, please just ask! You'll uh, need to give me a moment or two to get up though." His voice was friendly and kind, but Katie thought she detected a hint of embarrassment in the way he quietened at the end of his words.

Katie didn't answer - she feared if she spoke another word, her voice might fail her. Or worse yet, give away the warmth spreading through her chest and the giddiness in her heart. 

Her hand continued to trail along the fabrics. The softest cotton, luxurious velvet, lace so delicate it seemed almost invisible in the low light. Finally at the back of the shop she found a rainbow of silks; hot reds and ocean blues, bright yellows and soft pastel pinks. There were so many, each lovingly displayed despite the lack of space.

Right in the middle sat the loveliest, most stunning shade of powder blue Katie had ever seen. She reached out and let her fingers brush across its softness, a smile tugging at her lips. If only she was going to the celebration - this would have made the most beautiful dress. Paired with a cream or white, it would have been perfect. 

Well if she couldn't have it, she could at least enjoy making something with it. Even if it was Emily wearing it instead of her. With a gentleness in her voice she called, "Mr Gold; could you cute me some fabric, please?"

"Of course. I'm just coming." There was a quiet shuffling and a grunt of effort - and maybe she was imagining it, but his footsteps sounded uneven on the wooden floor. Daniel peeked into view a moment later as he rounded the shelves, and it because obvious what was different. His left leg was stiff and awkward, assisted by a walking cane. It wasn't flesh that poked out from beneath his trousers but some kind of plastic or metal.

Katie withdrew her gaze and a hand nervously brushed against the silk. "This one here, the pale blue. I can carry if it you like."

"It's all right, I'm perfectly capable," he snapped - and then his voice softened, "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to be rude. You can't imagine how often I get people offering 'help' I don't need. Either that, or being outright rude."

"Oh. I'm sorry. It must be difficult for you - people can be cruel." Katie stepped to the side as he approached, deftly giving him room to lift down the enormous roll of silk. 

"I suppose, but I've had the years to adjust; ever since I left active duty for this exact injury, in fact. Anyway," Daniel's gaze dipped, and she swore colour spread across those high cheekbones. "How much do you need?" That smile never left his face, so bright and real it made Katie's chest skip a beat.

"Two meters should do it. Thank you."

She followed him through the shop, gaze lingering on his prosthetic leg as she watched him walk. She stood with him as he cut the fabric, and as he rolled it - and when the time came to pay she found disappointment settling, knowing she had to leave. Disappointment knowing she was leaving such a wonderful little place; or disappointment leaving the man working there?

——————————
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Finally! After hours upon hours of work, hidden away in her basement bedroom, she had finished both Emily and Amelia's dresses. One soft blue like the ocean, the other rosy and pink. Each was hand stitched with love and care - for her step-mother strongly believed a sewing machine was an expense Katie was not deserving of.

The needle bounced to the ground as she collapsed backward, dark hair sprawling across the ground. The relief flooding through her was all encompassing, flushing through her chest and stomach alike. Perhaps now, Emily would allow her a small break.

"What are you doing lying on the floor like that." Emily's scorning face swam into view, no less cruel for being upside down as she knelt by Katie's head. Her strawberry blonde hair was done in an elaborate braided bun, her cheeks rosy. No doubt trying out a new look for July Fourth.

Katie's heart sank, settling deep into her stomach. Two minutes of peace to enjoy her victory - was  that too much?

"I assume you've finished our dresses; we've been waiting long enough."

"Yes." Katie sat up - only to wince as her legs cramped up. Shifting, she gestured to the two dressmaker's mannequins while stretching out short legs. "The blue one is yours, as promised. And as pink is Amelia's favourite, I went with a rose colour."

A thank you was too much to ask - but she never anticipated the look of disgust that flickered across Emily's beautiful face. "This is horrible! I asked for blue - not this washed out nonsense. It will only make me look pale. And it' so plain - where are the patterns, the style? Do it again."

"Emily!" Katie cried as she launched to her feet. Even though her calf cramped so painfully she wobbled on her feet she held her position with a cringe. "I spent so long on these, and there's only a few days to go. I don't have time."

"Katie dear?"

"Yes?"

"That's your problem, not mine. I won't be seen in something so awful."

That dress was Katie's pride, her most beautiful dress and she had spent so long making sure every detail was perfect. It was exactly what Emily had asked for. Tears spilled down her cheeks, small hands curled into fists. She wanted to lash out, to scream and let Emily know just how terrible she was.

Yet Emily only smiled, a slimy kind of smile that told Katie she knew exactly what she was doing. "Well Kate, you had better get yourself some more fabrics! And don't think I'll be giving you the money - it's your mistake, so you can pay for it."

Short nails dug so fiercely into Katie's palms they left little crescents in her skin. She sucked in a breath, preparing the onslaught of cruel words just at the tip of her tongue-

And then she shoved past Emily, a quiet sob leaking from the back of her throat. As soon as she was out of sight she ran, legs carrying her who knew where. Up the stairs and down the hall; through the front doors of the manor and out of the gate.

It was impossible to know how she got there, or the speed in which her legs unwillingly carried her there - but she found herself outside of Golden Stitching, wiping tears from her eyes. Her reflection stared at her from the window; hair a mess of curls, pins coming undone. Her eyes were dark and hollow - but at least there was no tinge of red to give away her crying.

Once again the door jingled above her, friendly and oh so inviting. It felt like coming home, like hearing the familiar call of a loved one or a favourite pet. How pathetic, that a shop felt more comforting than her own house and family.

Ha. They were no family, not to her. Just because her absent father had married someone else, didn't mean Katie considered them family now.

"Miss, are you - oh, Miss Hull!"

Her eyes flickered up, startled out of her reverie by the soft familiarity in the voice. Then her gaze landed on Daniel, his face pinched with concern. "I'm all right," she replied - but her voice sounded weak even to her own ears, "I'm just here for some new fabric. It appears I have a new dress to make before July Fourth." Her lips curled - and then dampness hit her cheeks. There was no energy left to wipe them away.

Daniel was hardly fast on his feet, but it seemed like he was by her side in an instant, gently leading her by the shoulder to a cushioned stool by the till. "Sit down. I'll fetch you a drink and tissues. Do..." he paused, as if contemplating. Then, "would you like to talk about it? I'm no expert, but I know that sometimes it helps."

Katie sniffled, and she hated how weak her voice sounded as she replied with a tiny, "no thank you. I think I'd rather talk about anything else, Mr Gold."

"Well," Daniel began, "how about we start with you just calling me Daniel. I've never been one for formalities - even less now I am no longer in the army."

"Then you can call me Katie."

He smiled then, so warm and soft with the low light flickering across his chiselled jaw. He had all of the strong, piercing features that might make a man intimidating - yet he was everything but. Even as he perched on the stool across he towered over her, but the warmth in his eyes was so sweet. "All right, Katie, what would you like to talk about?"

Just his voice alone made her smile, made the edge of anger dissipate. Despite all life had thrown at him he remained kind, optimistic and sweet. Perhaps they were more alike than she first realised. With a smile, she replied, "anything. I think I just need the company."

——————————
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Katie spent hours at that little shop, chatting away to Daniel like he was an old friend. Then she spent the next day with him too, walking fifteen minutes in the sweltering heat just to pretend she needed a new pair of fabric scissors. It had become almost part of her daily routine. In the back of her mind she knew she needed to finish Emily's dress, the new one, or there would be terrible consequences.

Yet as she sat across from him, sipping tea from a delicate cup, Katie found she didn't care; not as long as she still visited Daniel. Even with customers milling about and his sister in the back, Katie only saw him.

"I've been thinking," he began, setting his own teacup on the plate, "about the July Fourth celebration. There will be food, music, fireworks. It will be wonderful."

Katie perked up, eyes widening as she wondered is this it? Is he going to ask me?

"I can't promise dancing, not with this shoddy prosthetic," he let out a well meaning laugh as he knocked a fist against his leg. The knock was hollow. "But I can promise you a fun evening, if you would like to go with me."

He was! Daniel was honestly asking her to the celebration! Her chest bloomed, full lips forming a grin so wide it hurt. In that moment her sisters, her step-mother, never entered her mind. "Oh Daniel, I would love to." 

His warm breath tickled her cheek as she tugged him forward in a hug. Her arms, both short and slender, barely wrapped around his broad frame but it felt so right; like they fit together just so.

A low chuckle left his lips as he moved back and for a heart-stopping moment she worried she was too forward. Then he smiled, reaching out a hand for hers. "I worried you would turn me down. Not that I wouldn't understand; people rarely wish to be seen with me these days. Knowing my history, and my injury-"

"Please, Daniel, don't be so down on yourself. You cannot put your life on hold because you worry what people think." Her eyes softened; hand squeezing his. His hands were enormous, at least twice the size of her own, but he was so gentle. It was about time someone was gentle with him. "You are wonderful, and sweet, and I would love to go to the celebration with you."

At the back of the shop was a little store room - more like a cupboard - and a small sound of delight buzzed from behind the door. 

"Sounds like your sister is pleased," Katie pointed out - and it made her heart soar, knowing people supported this new friendship. Although Katie knew it was more than just that - and apparently so did his sister, June.

"She has been begging me to ask you since the first day you came in. She is even more reclusive than I am, but I feel she would attend the celebration just to check up on us."

A laugh bubbled in Katie's chest. This was the most amazing thing to happen in so long and the rising excitement was too much. Daniel was so fantastic, so wonderful it was almost unreal. What had she done to deserve such a person? "As lovely as June seems," she replied with a giggle, "I'd rather the evening was spent just us."

"As would I."

She gazed at him with lidded eyes, her heart so full of love she was like an entirely new person. He looked so handsome with his messy hair and tanned skin, that soft smile never leaving those full lips.

Katie found herself leaning forward, long lashes casting shadow across her cheeks as she let her eyes slip closed. Her lips met his, soft and warm and he tasted sweet, like the sugar in his tea. A hand tilted her chin and she let out an oh, lips forming a grin against the kiss.

When they broke away Daniel was beaming so brightly he lit up the entire room. He positively radiated light.

The world snapped sharply back into focus - the idle chatter of customers browsing the shelves, the gentle taps of June in the supply room, her own face so flushed she felt hot. "I'm so sorry!" she exclaimed as her hand rushed to cover her face, "that was so forward of me - absolutely uncalled for."

"Was it?" Daniel questioned - and his smile turned teasing as he brushed hair from her face, "I rather liked it."

"You did?"

"I did," he confirmed with a chuckle, "in fact, if you hadn't kissed me I might have kissed you."

It was rude of her to just kiss him like that, to assume without asking - yet, as the heat cooled from her cheeks and her thudding heartbeat calmed, Katie realised she had enjoyed the rush. "In that case," she said with a shy smile, "may I do it again?"

"Of course." This time Daniel leaned, closing the small gasp between them to cup her cheek with a huge palm. Then his lips fell upon hers, so careful like she might break. He pulled her closer, broad arm encircling her, supporting her on the wobbling stool. 

Katie's eyes closed, lashes brushing against his skin, and a quiet noise of delight left her lips, muffled by the kiss.

A cheer broke them apart, sending Katie jerking back as if stung. Wide eyes turned to the smiling face of June, her hands clasped together. Embarrassment flooded her and Katie wanted to disappear, to hide away and never be see again.

Daniel only laughed, one hand ruffling his hair as his eyes shifted to the ground. 

"See," June said smugly, "I told you asking the girl would do you good."

——————————
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Katie spun, admiring herself in the cracked floor length mirror. The silk shimmered in the light, intricate needlework creating a wave-like effect with each swish of the skirts. The bodice, a little loose at the back, still accentuated her slim curves in a way no other dress did. It was like looking at an alternate version of herself; a version that lived a luxurious, happy life instead of being stuck in a basement and lorded over by her two step-sisters. 

Her dark brunette hair, while simply curled and pinned to the back of her head, made her face look sweeter, more open with those doe-like eyes. Her reflection grinned back at her, eyes sparkling.

Until Emily barged in, elbowing the door open and storming across the room. She halted mid-way, eyes widening and Katie saw her in the reflection of the mirror. The horror on her face was undeniable, the curl of her lips as she glared down at Katie twisted her entire face into something horrible. "What is this? Is that my dress?"

"The dress you refused," Katie replied - but her voice was meek, eyes downcast.

When Emily laughed it was humourless; and when she smiled it was cruel. "You're not going to the celebration, are you? Don't you have too many chores? Let's see... the fireplaces need swept, the kitchen needs cleaned and the laundry has been sitting for days."

Katie winced, shoulders hunched as she turned from her reflection to face Emily head on. "I did the fireplaces and kitchen today, and the laundry can wait one more night."

"Can it?" Emily challenged, "regardless, you're not coming with us. Do you really think Amelia and I want to be seen with our pathetic step-sister? Not to mention Mother."

"Maybe," Katie replied evenly - even as she shrunk, folding slender arms across her chest, "I'm going with someone else."

"Oh, and who would that be?"

"The handsome shopkeeper you told me about."

"Oh, him! Well it turns out he isn't someone to think about. I suppose it makes sense the only person interested in you is someone equally as pathetic."

Emily's words stung and tears pricked the corner of Katie's eyes. Words bubbled up, threatening to spill over and it took all of her effort not to say the horrible things her mind thought up. She would have deserved it - but Emily would only find a way to pay her back. Swallowing, Katie fought back the wave of nausea and held her tongue.

"Nothing to say, Katie? What a shame. Can't defend yourself, or this man you talk of. He'll get bored of you soon enough." Emily turned with a pop of her hip, showing off the way her new dress hugged her waist - and marched for the door.

It was too much. The words spilled from Katie's mouth as she cried, "at least I found someone! No one wants to court you because you're a terrible person!" Immediately she slapped a hand to her lips as if to physically hold in the words. Chocolate eyes widened, feet stumbled back.

It wasn't enough. Emily whirled and in one frighteningly quick movement she snatched Katie by the shoulder and yanked her forward. The sleeve tore, ripping across the seam and tearing at the stitching under her arm.

They both froze. Katie's expression melted from anger into utter confusion as she looked down at her tattered dress. 

By contrast, Emily's painted lips formed a slow smile. "Oh, you poor thing." The sarcasm dripped from her lips, eyes sparkling with menace. Her hand shot out, clawlike, and perfectly shaped nails pulled at the frills rimming the bodice. It tore downward to reveal Katie's petticoat, the ripping of fabric thunderous to her ears.

Blue fabric fluttered to the ground as Emily stepped back to admire her handiwork. That lazy smirk never left her face. "Oh no, how tragic. Now you can't go to the celebration."

Tears flowed freely then, Katie's stomach churning with the need to throw up. She collapsed to the ground, staring at the ruined silk around her - and when she looked up, Emily was gone.

She sat like that for what felt like hours, crouched on the floor unable to move. When she finally did move it was to change into a plain, dusty pink dress and to wrench the pins from her hair. After the agonising process of discarding the remains of the dress, Katie came to one conclusion - she wasn't staying in this house a second longer.

Her family had already left, but that didn't improve her mood as she dragged herself to the front door and down the path. Once again she found herself outside of Golden Stitching - but this time it didn't bring a sense of belonging, that comforting feeling of home. She felt empty.

Daniel wasn't there. He was probably upstairs in the living space above or already at the celebration. She looked around the empty shop with heaviness settling in her gut.

"Oh, Katie!"

Katie spun with a start - but it was only June. "Hello," she replied blankly.

June's expression melted into sympathy and she reached out a hand. No words were spoken but June's concern was clear as she swept Katie into a hug. 

They barely knew each other but even so Katie clung to her, tears dampening June's shoulders. "The most terrible thing happened," she managed through the sobs shaking her entire body, "and my dress is ruined. I have nothing to wear and I don't want to disappoint Daniel but-"

"Hush. I have a solution."

Katie rose a thin brow but June was off, disappearing upstairs. She waited, shifting awkwardly and tapping her foot. The minutes ticked on and she began to wonder if she was coming back at all.

Until June came tumbling downstairs with something in her arms - something a stunning shade of cerulean and decorated with white embroidery that resembled butterflies.

"Is that-"

"A dress. For you. It might be too big but we can fix that up in no time. What do you think?" 

The dress floated down as June presented it to Katie - and it was so stunning that she was left speechless. She had never seen something so gorgeous, so perfect in her life. But there was one problem. "Isn't it yours?"

June smiled warmly. "Yes, but I've never worn it. I'm not one for parties or public celebrations, and you need it much more than I do."

Katie could have kissed her. This wonderful, selfless woman she barely knew had offered her the loveliest gift imaginable - and just in time, too. She was so lucky to have met Daniel and June. Blessed, even. A smile curled at her lips, and this time the tears that bloomed in her eyes were ones of joy.
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