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Dedicated to anyone who thinks I’m writing about them.

I am.

K’Anne

What does Nillionaire mean? The word nill is an archaic word meaning ‘unwilling.’  In our case, for the purpose of this series, the characters are ‘unwilling’ to become millionaires or billionaires because, they are simple, everyday people, just trying to work in common jobs, doing regular things.  They are just like you and me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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“I think I found it,” Bree told Taylor with excitement, pulling up the listing she had finally found in an online site.  She pushed aside the coupons she had cut from the Sunday paper to make room for her wife.

“I think I’ve heard this before,” Taylor teased as she came to look over Bree’s shoulder.  They’d been looking for nearly a year for the perfect place to live and planning for it even longer.  She glanced around their cramped apartment, a three bedroom, one-and-a-half bath space that housed the two of them and their four children—happily, but definitely overcrowded.  They loved it here, but with the children getting older, it was unquestionably time to get a bigger place.  They’d scrimped and saved for years, as much as they could with so many children under the age of eight, determined to get their own place.  They didn’t want to rent anymore; they wanted to own. They wanted something completely theirs.

“No, this time I’m determined,” Bree spoke forcefully, as if stating it aloud would make it happen.  She wanted to put it out there into the universe, make it happen by willing it.

“Oh, okay,” Taylor responded with a smile, not willing to take the mickey out of Bree’s enthusiasm and coming to look at Bree’s flickering monitor.  They needed a new one to replace this second-hand one, but they were waiting until the desktop needed replacing, one of the many to-dos they were foregoing until after the move.

“Wow, this isn’t the picturesque and quiet little home they advertised in the paper,” Bree whined.  As the pictures slowly came up on the screen, the monitor distorted the colors from blue to purple, and the red showed as a sickening pink shade.  The images were turning their dream home into a nightmare.

“Wait!”  Taylor squinted at the run-down house, and Bree stopped scrolling.  “Does this place have a garage?”

“Yeah—wait, that’s not a garage, that looks like ... a barn?”

“Yeah.” Taylor frowned as she tried to get a better view, turning her head sideways, but the screen started to flutter uncontrollably, and she sighed as she reached out to smack it.

“Don’t do that,” her wife warned, afraid she’d knock the monitor off the desk that was barely holding up on its own, already propped up by a book on one leg.  The computer was just too old to handle the newer websites, and the desk it was on wasn’t in much better shape. 

“Maybe we should take a ride?” 

Bree sighed, signed out of the website, and turned off the computer before it overheated.  “Why bother?” she muttered, now sounding almost defeated.  They probably had enough for a down-payment but hadn’t found any property that felt right.  They would have to sacrifice a few things in order to buy just the right place, a house with a garage and a few acres so the kids could play in a healthy atmosphere.  The children had had it rough before coming to live with them, and Taylor and Bree were determined to give them a better life than what they’d experienced in the system.  

They’d begun adoption procedures on the first three kids as soon as the option became available, and those were now finalized, Taylor and Bree now their legal parents.  They were hoping to adopt the final child they had fostered, Jack, in the next year if or when that option became available.  Their caseworker was aware of their commitment and fully supported their efforts.

“I don’t know; we have a free afternoon tomorrow with the kids all in school.  Let’s go check this place out.  It’s got to be better in person.” 

“C’mon, you know I like to clean the house when no one’s home.” Bree gestured to the small space.  It was the perfect opportunity.  With none of the kids getting in the way of vacuuming, she could get all the toys picked up, and she could finally do ALL the laundry.  She’d have time to baby the washing machine that was limping along on its last legs until they bought a new one, another expense delayed until after the move.

“Let it go just this one time,” Taylor wheedled.  “I’ll drive,” she offered.

“I think you’re going to have to.” Bree slapped the newspaper ad which in no way did the listing justice.  The pictures online at least hinted at a house that could work for them, and it listed the property address so they could go look at it without calling the real estate agent and getting their hopes up.  “It’s down a dirt road,” Bree explained.

Taylor grinned.  She’d like nothing more than taking their Jeep down a dirt road. Having to use the 4-wheel drive would make her ecstatic.

* * * * *
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They turned to the kids and began the process of getting them ready for bed, making sure homework was complete and ready for the next day and bathing the youngest who would go to afternoon kindergarten so he could ride home on the bus with his siblings.

“You’ll be home when we come home?” Jack fretted as Taylor finished drying him off, rubbing behind his ears and fluffing his hair with the towel.

“Sure will, and I’m sure Bree will have something delicious planned for dinner tomorrow.”  She knew he had abandonment issues since his birth parents had left him at home alone while they went on a cruise.  He was only two years old at the time, but, while he didn’t remember a lot from that time, the sense of abandonment and the fear that no one would find him stuck with him.  Fortunately, Jack had gone over to the neighbors after a couple of days when he ran out of the food left on a table for him and asked if they had seen his mommy or daddy.  The police and child services had made sure to arrest the parents for child endangerment when they returned home, and he’d been taken from their custody, perhaps forever.  Taylor and Bree weren’t sure, but they’d had him for two years now, and he was going to pre-kindergarten, as they’d discussed, tomorrow.  She tried to make it sound easy and normal, knowing why he needed to be reassured they’d be there.  The poor guy had bounced around a couple of homes before landing in theirs, and they were doing their best to make sure he didn’t bounce from their home, staying in close contact with his social worker while the case against the parents worked its way slowly through the courts.

Bree entered the bedroom as Taylor tucked Jack into his big-boy bed.  He smiled, knowing he was loved by these two women who ensured he was warm and secure.  Dutifully, he kissed each of them on the cheek as Taylor raspberried his tummy, eliciting a giggle. 

“You good, squirt?” Taylor asked Bryan on the top bunk above the big-boy bed.

“All set, Mom,” he assured her, leaning over to give her a hug and a peck on the cheek.

“But, are you sure?” Bree asked, getting a hug and a kiss of her own.

“Yep!” he answered with a smile, their routine well established.

Taylor turned off the overhead light, and Bree switched on a blue lava lamp they had bought second-hand at Goodwill that sat atop the dresser. Every night, the boys would watch the lamp, hoping to see it bubble up before they fell asleep.  It provided them with enough light, more than a night light would, and offered hopes and dreams if they were lucky enough to see the shapes take place.  But they rarely ever saw it bubbling, and one of the moms would come in and turn it off on their way to bed, always finding the boys fast asleep.

Taylor headed into the girls’ room, seeing their own pink lava lamp on the dresser.  Smiling at the two little girls, she leaned over to check they were tucked in ‘correctly’ before receiving a hug and a kiss.  She tugged the covers snuggly along both sides, almost trapping the girls in their beds, and they both giggled. 

“Goodnight,” she whispered, first to Melanie on the top bunk, and then to Barbie on the bottom, as she closed their door incompletely behind her.  Both children’s rooms were left open that final crack in case any of the children had to get up to use the bathroom or to find one of their moms.  Bree waved behind her, blowing kisses as she said her goodnights.

Back downstairs, Taylor gestured to the paper they’d left next to the desktop.  “So, are we going to look at this place, at least?”

Sighing, Bree shrugged. “I don’t know that we should bother.  It’s a ways out.  Wouldn’t they be in the next school district?”

“I don’t know.  We can find out after we go.  It wouldn’t hurt to take a look, would it?”

“You just don’t want to clean tomorrow.  Admit it.”

“I won’t.  I’m just concerned about running out of room.”

She wasn’t wrong.  They’d already had to get a storage unit where they kept some of their extra stuff, and they rented a workshop where they both produced pottery to sell at various marketplaces.  Space was becoming too tight, and they knew they needed a central place to work from and maybe—someday—expand.

“Yeah, I know it’s time,” she admitted, knowing Taylor had worked a second job in order to help them save faster.  All her tips had really added up.  While the state had paid them to foster children, they had spent very little of that while saving up to buy their own house.  They couldn’t afford to buy in the area they were in, but maybe they could find something a little further out of town.

That was where they found themselves the next morning.  After giving Jack hugs and kisses and watching him take his kindergarten teacher’s hand and walk confidently to the classroom, Bree and Taylor headed out to the property.

“I don’t know about this, Bree.”  Taylor frowned as they bounced all over the road leading out to the property.  It looked like a back road, but the address said it was part of the property.  “Are you sure you got the address right?”  The ruts weren’t caused by cars but by hundreds of thinner tire tracks, maybe made by ATVs or bicycles.  The Jeep was handling it okay, but Taylor had to keep her hands firmly on the wheel so they wouldn’t get pulled off the road.

“Yeah,” Bree almost yelled.  As one particular rut had her bouncing hard, her hand was on the grip above the window, helping to hold her in her seat with seat belt across.

“Is this a road or a driveway?” Taylor asked, worrying as the road got worse.  She couldn’t see beyond a hill in front of them.  On the left were some woods and what looked like a swamp, and on the right, a pasture of some sort.

Near the hill, the ruts seemed worse.  Both sides had places where water ran off, causing puddles that teemed with deep, narrow ruts.  To get through it, Taylor had to gun the engine, and the Jeep nearly bounced off the drive as they crested the hill.  On the other side, the road was mostly level, and the road evened out as they pulled up beside the dilapidated old house.

They peered up at it skeptically, observing that the vegetation had practically taken over.

“I don’t know about this ...” Taylor repeated, contemplating how much work it would take to fix it up.

The house was barely visible, and there were bare spots where some boards had fallen in.  If they weren’t hanging off by one nail, some looked like they had jumped off the studs at some point, or someone had pulled them off.  They were all weathered, and then a few patches of insulation peeked through, revealing that yellow fiberglass type that had both women itching at just the thought of working with it.

“I don’t think we should go in there.”  Taylor eyed the six-foot weedy prickers and grasses that constituted the front yard.  There were sapling trees growing all over, Mother Nature trying to take back the open area that had once been a front lawn.

“I don’t want to go in there,” Bree agreed.  “But look,” she pointed and got out of the Jeep, “it’s all grown up near the house, but it seems clear most of the way to the barn.”  The path was well worn, the weeds not as high, and it even looked like the grass was cut at some point.

Feeling a bit spooked, Taylor followed, less out of curiosity than her urge to protect her wife.

The path to the barn was hard packed, like some large vehicle had travelled it frequently.  The ground seemed harder here and the grooves not as deep, but bicycle and what looked like ATV and maybe motorbike tire ruts lined what they could see.  The barn was at least thirty-feet wide with a pointed roof, fifteen feet each way, meeting in the middle, and at least twenty feet high at the peak.  Stealing a look through the cracks, they could see hay stacked up inside the metal pull-barn

“What are you doing?” Taylor asked her wife who was reaching for the door.

“I want to see what it looks like in there.”  She yanked on a door she was convinced was rusted shut, but it opened quite easily.  Light from outside spilled into the first ten feet or so, which was clear of hay.  Bales had been stacked up to provide a seating area.  Bottles and a fire pit revealed this to be a meeting place of sorts.

“Look, it has a concrete floor,” Taylor marveled, stomping her feet.

“We could have the ovens over there,” Bree added as she waved to the far side of the barn, assessing the building and already making plans.

“We’d have to put up insulation.”

“That wouldn’t take long with these straight walls.”

“We could get a lift and put up racks.”

Their enthusiasm went on and on as they looked over the barn that was half-filled with hay.  There was packed down hay leading up into the rafters.  A large round spot in the middle was fluffed up.

“What do you think they do there?”

“Jump,” Taylor answered matter-of-factly.

“What?”

“I bet they climb those bales of hay.”  She pointed at the stacked piles that were aging, the twine around them slowly pulling apart where it had slipped off a few of the bales.  “Then jump from the rafters,” she pointed to where the high bales reached the wood, “into the hay.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because it’s fun.”

Bree looked at her wife.  “Did you do something like that when you were younger?”

“Well, I sure wouldn’t do it now, but yes.  The rafters in my neighbor’s barn were at least thirty feet up, and I could do a complete summersault or flip before landing.”

Bree smiled, wishing she had known her as a child.  From her stories, she had been the ultimate tomboy.  “Why’d you stop?”

“My mother found out what we were doing and didn’t want me to break my neck.  I didn’t tell her about the time we found a pitchfork buried in the hay.  The neighbors then started letting their dog use the barn to shit, and it ruined it for all of us because it was all over our cushion of hay.”

Bree wrinkled her nose at that part of the story but looked around the barn, wishing they could buy it and outfit it as the pottery barn they had both dreamed of.  Right now, they only had one small oven and could only make four large pots or eight small ones at a time ... which reminded her.  “We should probably stop at the shop and put in some painting time.”

“You mean, I should paint while you spin some pots?” her wife teased, knowing her wife’s likes and dislikes.

“You mean throw some pots?” Bree teased back, correcting her wife’s deliberate teasing.  She knew that throwing a pot would actually confuse those not in the know, but Taylor enjoyed getting it wrong.

“Let’s look around some more.”  

They closed the barn back up and walked around the place, dodging trees and weeds.  The large sliding door had probably been used to bring in the hay at one point.  It was obvious someone or several someones were using the property to hang out.  Some of the graffiti on the back of the barn was obscene.  Still, it was well-built, much more so than the house, which they couldn’t even see from the jungle growing between the two buildings.

“I don’t know,” Bree said hesitantly as they bounced their way back down the drive.  “It’s a lot of work, and there really isn’t a house on it.  That place was falling down.”

“It’s pretty cheap, too,” Taylor agreed, suspicious as to why it cost so little.  Granted, they probably had it marked down because of the house, but she wanted to look into it a bit more before contacting the real-estate agent.

When they reached the end of the driveway, they had to wait for a line of cars to pass before taking the road east around a few curves and back to town.  Beside the property, a large hay field extended slightly into the woods, and at the end of the woods, there was another drive that ended abruptly a little way in.

They made what they hoped would be a quick stop at the town assessor’s office to see what they could find out about the property.  At first, the clerk had difficulty finding it on the map.  

“Oh, I see it’s in the Riverview district, that’s why,” the clerk told them peevishly, as though they had deliberately moved it from his map.  

“I didn’t say which district,” Taylor mouthed to her wife, who nodded, amused.

“Well, taxes haven’t been paid on it, and I bet that’s why they are selling it.  It has over ten acres there on the west side of town,” he mused as he looked it up.  “Here is a topographical map,” he said, showing them but not allowing them to hold the map, almost as though they would take it.

“Can we get a copy of that?” Taylor asked, pointing.

“It’s one dollar per copy,” he answered automatically.

She smiled and pulled the money out of her pocket, placing a dollar on the counter.  

He sighed but made a color copy of the topographical map.  It was crisp and larger than a normal piece of paper.  It showed the woods, part of a field that had to have been mowed when the picture was taken, and a creek.  Quite a bit of the woods on the front of the property looked to be swamp.  There were woods behind the house, almost all around the barn, and behind it.

“It includes that natural stream flowing through the property.  In fact, I would bet that’s the boundary line,” the clerk pointed out, showing them the borders of this parcel.

“Thank you,” Taylor said sincerely as they took the map with them.  

They kept discussing the property as they approached their workspace, pulled up behind the building, and went inside.  They followed a long hallway with flickering lights down to their shop, unlocked it, and rolled up the back garage door that led outside in order to bring plenty of natural light inside and to air out the space.

“You start painting those, and I’ll try to throw another batch,” Bree offered, pulling a smock on.

“You’re so bossy,” Taylor teased.

“I could paint, and you could work the clay,” she offered, knowing that Taylor was just as good and frequently came up with more exotic pots that sold well.  But Taylor didn’t like getting the clay under her nails, as she needed clean hands for waitressing.  Sometimes the clay, depending on what they were throwing, got into their pores to the point that it changed the color and took days to get off.  This was unattractive, and stained fingers didn’t look good when she was delivering food.  The painting could be worse at staining their hands, but they’d worked out the different colors and pigments they used to make their beautiful pots.  Depending on the clay they used, it also dried out their hands, which made it difficult to get out the stains.

As they worked over the next couple of hours, they discussed the property, what they could do with it, and if it would be worth the hassle.

“Why don’t we talk to the realtor.  Maybe we can get them to come down on the price.  And we can talk to the bank about a loan.”

Bree hesitated immediately.  “I don’t want a loan.”  She had a desperate fear of going into debt, which was why they were saving every dime they could.  She was very thrifty, finding coupons for all their food-shopping and cutting corners whenever she could.  Her parents had always been in debt, and she had hated the banging on their doors from time to time when collectors came around, and worse, repossessions.  Even now, she hated people pounding on doors, or even doorbells.  Taylor had told her she probably had PTSD.

“I mean, we obviously can’t live in that house.  If we owned the place, maybe they would let us borrow, a mortgage against our own land,” Taylor pondered as she closed the door on their small oven.  She’d put some really pretty lines on the pots, a design she had seen on Celtic sites that she hoped wouldn’t conjure up any of the old gods.  She grinned at her own whimsy.  “We could put a decent house on there.”

“We don’t know anything about building our own house.”

“What about a ready-made house?”

“I don’t want a mobile home,” she replied, sounding snooty.  She hated the ones she’d seen around town.  They always seemed run-down and dirty.  The poorest of the poor living in them.  She had to admit the ones that were for seniors only looked nicer, but she’d never been in one and really didn’t like them on principle.

“No, nothing like that.  They aren’t all like that and the new ones are actually quite nice,” Taylor reminded her.  She had tried to talk her into buying one once before, but they did seem to attract the wrong element in their area, and she was glad they hadn’t bought one in Hilton Head.  They’d have lost money on the deal and not been any better off than they were now in their small apartment.  “Still, if we paid our rent as a mortgage, how would that be any different?”

“True,” Bree agreed reluctantly.  Having a mortgage could only improve their credit.  “I guess we need to talk to a few people.”

That would have to wait, though, as they baked some pottery.  Bree made enough pots that could dry and would wait for one of them to paint them.  They put separators between the ones they’d thrown the other day and baked and packed them up to take to the next market they attended.  They were building up inventory to go in the small trailer they had out back.  It was a good way for them to earn extra money, and they both hoped to make enough that Taylor could quit her extra job and work full-time with Bree.  They both thought about the place they had looked at as they worked.  

They were home in time to greet their kids’ bus, embarrassing them with hugs and kisses as they talked over and around them, asking about their school day, and letting them know how happy they were to see them.

“You have some paint there.”  Melanie pointed to her mom’s cheek, laughing and knowing she had been working on pots that day.

“You went without us?” Barbie asked, disappointed.  She loved going to the shop.

“Yep, had a lot of work to get done today,” Taylor told her.  What she didn’t say was how it was a lot easier to get work done without the four kids running around the shop.  It was what it was; they all knew work had to get done.  On most weekends, they loaded up the trailer and pulled it behind either the Jeep or the minivan to go to fairs and festivals all over the state and sell their artwork.

“Maybe you can go next time,” Bree promised as they talked to Jack about his first day, making sure he knew how important it was.  He was shy at first about it but then enthusiastically told them he had made a best friend and couldn’t wait to go again tomorrow.

“I’ll drop you off on my way to work,” Taylor promised, setting a schedule.  She’d make some of the calls in the morning about that property, but now their time was all about the kids.

“I’m going to start dinner,” Bree put in as they all piled into the apartment.  The kids were thrilled when they saw the boxes of macaroni and cheese she pulled out of the cupboard.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Taylor knew that calling the realtor probably was a bad idea.  Getting the guy’s hopes up as he enthusiastically told her about the property he was trying to offload, he repeated some of the things the clerk had already told them.  She felt a small bit of guilt as she listened to the guy’s sales pitch, where he shared many of the things she’d already heard from the tax assessor.

“Yes, you can enjoy the country living lifestyle in the peace and quiet on your very own ten-point-three acres!”

Taylor wondered if this guy was faking it.  

“It’s on the west side of town.  You can enjoy the wildlife, and it has a natural stream flowing through the property.  I don’t know if your husband hunts, but it has great hunting!”  She immediately resented his assumption she was the little wife calling on behalf of her husband.  “There is a possible building opportunity, too.  It’s in the Riverview district, and ...” he went droning on with every potential selling point.

“Yes,” Taylor finally interrupted, “my wife and I went and looked at it yesterday and—”

“You went and looked at it already?”  His tone came through as disappointed and a little aggrieved as he interrupted.

“Yes, it’s pretty overgrown, and there does seem to be a lot of activity on the drive.”

“Oh, that’s because the local kids use it to race their BMX bikes and motorbikes on it.  I’m sure they use their ATVs, too.  Still, they don’t mean any harm and usually the gate is across,” he stated musingly.  “I take it the gate wasn’t up?”

“Didn’t even see one,” she admitted.  They hadn’t either.  Didn’t even realize there was one.

“Darn, must have come down again,” he said jovially, not sounding worried about it in the least.

“The house is almost non-existent ...” she began hesitantly.

“Yes, that’s why it says ‘building opportunity,’” he said, quoting the ad.

“Is there some agreement with the neighbor regarding the open field they are harvesting?”

“They’re cutting?”

“Yes, the map shows an open field that crosses the property line.  It’s obvious the neighbor is cutting the hay on it.”

“I wasn’t aware he was doing that.”  The realtor’s tone had switched from sales to conversational.  Now, maybe Taylor could get some real information.

“Do you think they’d come down on the price?”

“And why would they do that?”

“Have you seen the place lately?”  She was also thinking about the taxes.

“Well, not since we put up our realtor sign,” he admitted reluctantly, not willing to tell her how long it had been on the market.  Now he wondered if he should have been inspecting his client’s property.

“It’s so overgrown, and the house is almost completely gone.”

“Gone?” he choked out, determining that he must check it out, and soon.

“The only thing of value is the land itself, but it’s so overgrown that I really doubt it’s usable.  The barn is obviously a hangout for who-knows-what.”  In for an inch, in for a mile, Taylor thought.  She was exaggerating ... maybe.

“I’ll ask,” he promised, sounding a little strangled.  The owner wasn’t going to be happy hearing this.  “May I get your information?”

She gave it to him; fully aware she’d be inundated with sales calls or have her information sold to mailing lists.  She inwardly sighed as she got ready for work.  Today, she would be working at the diner, at least twelve hours on her feet, but the tips were always good since Tweety’s was located right off the interstate.  She longed for the day that their pottery business made enough that she could quit.  Meanwhile, she’d take her shift and make the most of it.  

She mentioned the property to Lenny and Gretchen, a couple of friends who were her regular customers, and they warned her to be careful not to get scammed.

“Yeah, but this could take The Nillionaires Club to a whole new level,” she teased them as they raised their water glasses in salute.  She joined them in a drink of water before hurrying off to serve other customers.

“Think they’ll get the place?” Lenny asked Gretchen after Taylor went back to work.

“I don’t know,” she began, sounding trepidatious, “Sounds like a lot of work.”  Taylor had lain things out realistically about the place for them—the weeds, the swamp, the BMX bike tracks, but she sounded enthusiastic about the barn.

They worried about their friends, knowing how hard the family had worked to save their money.  They had to do something, and soon.  Their apartment was about to burst at the seams with all those children.  The common thread, though, was, “They’re buying a swamp?”

* * * * *
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Bree took the call a few days later.  

“May I speak with Taylor Moore?”

“This is Mrs. Moore,” she answered, wondering if they’d missed paying a bill.  She was always on top of those things but constantly worried about falling behind.

“Oh, sorry, Mrs. Moore.  When we spoke the other day, I didn’t realize ...” he left off.  “I’m calling about that property off of Restlawn Highway?”

Bree frowned and then realized he must be the realtor Taylor had called several days ago.  “Yes?”

“The owner has generously consented to a discount on the property due to the state it is in, but we must have a formal offer in the next day or two.”

“Oh, do you have other interested parties?”

“Well, the owner plans on making improvements, but if he doesn’t have to ...”  He left the thought hanging for her to make her own conclusions.

“How much of a discount are we talking?”

“Ten percent!” he said triumphantly.

“Oh, no, that place isn’t worth that.  We’d need at least twenty-five percent off the asking price.  Have you seen the state it’s in?”

“I haven’t,” he admitted in a tightly controlled voice.  If they discounted the property twenty-five percent, his commission would go down considerably.

“Then you wouldn’t know how much work it would take to have a decent house built there.  My wife and I are not carpenters, so we certainly aren’t going to be building it ourselves.”

“Your wife?” he choked out.

“Yes, my wife Taylor and I.  You said you spoke to her the other day?”

“Oh, I thought you were the Mrs. Moore I spoke to the other day?”

“No, that would have been my wife,” she explained, dismissing what she sensed was a touch of homophobia.  She wasn’t going to let it bother her.  She expected it half the time and ignored it.  “We certainly wouldn’t pay full price for the amount of work that is going to be required to make it livable.  I’ll discuss it with Taylor, and, if the owner is willing to come down further, we will make a formal offer.”

“I see,” he said tightly.  He wondered if they really had the money to buy the place or were just making him jump through hoops for fun.  It happened all the time in real estate.  “Are you aware of the acreage involved?  That’s a lot of prime hunting land and—”

“It’s swamp land, and have you seen all the brush in there?  It’s probably prime hunting land only because no one can get in there.  The only open areas are by the house, which is slowly going to seed, and the field out beyond the woods on the other side of the creek.  You certainly can’t build anywhere else on the property with all that swampland.”

“I see,” he repeated.  How did these women know more than he did about the property?  He had visited the place at a different time of the year than they had, apparently, and that could affect how it was viewed.  

“Thank you,” she said, her voice dripping with saccharine.  She knew that would annoy some people, but they also couldn’t accuse her of being rude.  “I’ll be looking forward to your call.”  She paused for a second, then hung up.  She knew it was unlikely she’d get another call from the man.  Oh, well.  It had been nice to dream, owning their own land.  The place had possibilities, but she knew better than to set her hopes on anything.  She thought about that barn for a minute, having already pictured how they’d place the oven, maybe get a second, bigger one, and all the different items they could have made in there.  She sighed as she let her dream go, and not for the first time.  Meanwhile, she had laundry to fold, toys to pick up, and a dinner to plan.

* * * * *
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Taylor was home late that night, having worked a twelve-hour shift.  She groaned as she sat down in her pink uniform.  She despised the color; it was so not her thing.  She kicked off her tennis shoe orthotics, and she sighed when Bree sat on the footstool and took her foot into her lap, peeled off her stockings, and started rubbing her foot.

“Better?” she asked, smiling at her spouse lovingly.

“Oh, gawd yes,” she groaned, arching her foot into her wife’s knowing fingers.  “I may need you to walk on my back tonight.”

“Rough night?”

“Some motorcyclists came in off the interstate, and there had to be about thirty or forty of them.  I lost count.”

“Run off your feet?”

“I don’t mind that part.  It’s the ‘honey’ and the ‘baby’ I could do without.  I wonder if those guys—even some of the women—realize how sexist that sounds.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t say anything?” she asked cautiously, worrying that Taylor might get fired if she did.  Taylor had been warned for that before, and they needed the money her job brought in.

“No way.  You know I play that up.”  She smiled, showing off her even and very white teeth.  Her incisors were a little large, a bit vampire-ish, but she liked them, having inherited them from her mother.  Her hazel eyes were sparkling as she recalled her night.  “Ohhh, that feels good,” she whispered as Bree dug a thumb into the arch of her aching foot and rubbed downward.

“On stage, were you?”

“Maybe ...  Okay, tonight I was Flo; last night I was Alice.”  She laughed.

“That’s good, as long as you weren’t grumpy Mel.”  She laughed in return, referring to the TV show ‘Alice’ and its characters.  She knew Taylor used their personalities to cope with working at the diner.  It helped make the job more interesting and got her through the long hours.  Some of the regulars had caught on and loved it.  “Have you ever played Vera or Jolene?”

“Nope, I refuse to play stupid.”  She went on to mention Lenny and Gretchen, who had stopped by, wishing that Bree had been there for the water toast.  They laughed at what they called the annual meeting of The Nillionaires Club.  It wasn’t a real club, just whenever three or four of them met up, they called it one.  None of them had a lot of money, probably never would, but it didn’t stop them from having hopes and dreams.

Bree switched feet, removed the other stocking, and began rubbing that one.  “That realtor called,” she mentioned as casually as possible, watching her wife’s expression.

“Yeah, what’d he say?” She was going to have to bathe before she got into bed, the smell of sweat and greasy food lingered in her clothes and on her skin, getting into her pores.

“That the owner would reduce the price ten percent.”

“Yeah?”  She opened one eye to look at her wife.  “That sounds pretty good.  What’d you tell him?”

“I asked if he had seen the state it was in.  He admitted he hadn’t.  I said that we’d be more interested if he could get his client to take twenty-five percent less because there is no house on the land and it’s so overgrown.”

“You’re going to make us lose this deal!”  She opened both eyes and sat up.

“I didn’t know we were that interested in it,” she retorted, letting go of her wife’s foot.

“Well, if we could get it for less, it would be good, wouldn’t it?”

“But if we buy it, we’d have no place to live on it.  What’s the point of buying it except for the barn?”

“That’s just it, we could put a prefab on it after we knock down that house.”

“Just as long as it isn’t a mobile home.”

“I already said no mobile home,” she promised, reminding her wife of their conversation.  “Why don’t we go by one of those places that put a house on the place for us already built?”

“Because then we would also need to go see our banker and see if they’d give us a mortgage, and I don’t think they are going to do that since I don’t have a real job.”

“You have a real job,” Taylor insisted.

“Yeah, but they will look at your job, see you’re a waitress and judge us.  That’s after they realize we are a same-sex couple.  Then, they see we are also self-employed and foster parents.  They may not even care about seeing our tax-returns.”

“Look, you’re putting obstacles in place before we even know the answers to the basic questions.  I have a job, we count our market sales from the pottery as a job, our proceeds, including what we get from the kids and the state—all of that makes for a fairly decent income.  Surely, that will be enough to buy a house.” 

“Well, I guess we could go look at the prefabs.  At least we would be getting some ideas,” she answered reluctantly, not wanting to fight with Taylor after her long day.  She was tired herself after going a few rounds with Melanie over homework she didn’t want to do it in the first place.  “When is your next day off?”

“I took Friday off for Tomahawk market days.  Did you forget?”

The event was Friday afternoon and all-day Saturday and Sunday.  They’d be taking their minivan so they could sleep at the fairgrounds and keep a guard over their booth at night.

“Do you know next week’s schedule?”

“I could manage Monday morning.”   She still had to bathe and knew she better hurry up or she’d pass out, smelling like the greasy diner.  That smell got on her skin and in her pores, she needed a hot shower or bath to get it off her.

“You are going to want to sleep in Monday from the weekend.”

“Yeah, but when else would we get a chance to look?”
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]




Bree packed up the trailer by herself while the kids were in school on Thursday afternoon.  Taylor was already at work at the diner and hoping to be home for dinner.  That was good because they could go to bed early and get the van and trailer up to the market.  It was a fifty-mile drive, but they expected thousands of people to come out that weekend, and it paid to be ready early.  She loaded and secured the tent and its poles on a rack on one side of the trailer and carried in one box at a time, fitting one pot in at time according to their sizes and weight to balance things out, since some of the pots were quite heavy.  She packed them well with plenty of cardboard, newspaper, and bubble wrap salvaged from packages they had received over the past years.  Some of the plastic was pretty dusty from years of use.  

She liked the Aztec lines of some of their pottery but had to admit the Celtic designs Taylor had drawn recently were interesting.  Their vivid colors and shiny finish would catch people’s eyes and should sell well.  

She carefully hooked up the trailer to the van, which desperately needed replacing, and looked around once more before turning out the lights and locking up the shop.

She drove home carefully, the trailer bumping along behind her.  She was never completely comfortable with the added weight, but Taylor always looked confident behind the wheel and she hoped she would be up to the drive tomorrow.  She never felt too confident with all that weight behind her vehicle.

She parked in front of their apartment complex, making sure the doors were locked, and double checked the padlocks on the trailer.  Once, she’d found the trailer wide-open because someone had cut the lock.  Taylor replaced the locks with rounded ones that were so thick it was nearly impossible to get a bolt cutter around them.  To break these locks, you’d have to have a drill or a saw of some sort.  They hadn’t been broken into since then, but they both tried to be conscientious and careful about their merchandise since it was their livelihood.

Glancing at the clock, she saw she had half an hour before the school bus arrived.  She hoped their teachers remembered to have their extra school work ready for them.  She had called and left notice that they wouldn’t be in on Friday.  She checked the mail, saw something from the state, and assumed it was about Jack because he was the only one they hadn’t adopted yet, and, technically, they were only foster parents.  She hoped the letter would announce Jack’s birth parents had finally lost custody.  They’d been fighting it, probably afraid that they would look bad to everyone they knew, otherwise.  The fact that they hadn’t seen their son in two years because they had left him alone for several days to go on a cruise didn’t seem to faze them.  They still saw nothing wrong with their behavior.  They had, after all, left him food, and he knew how to use a bathroom himself.  Bree and Taylor had dealt with the little boy’s issues compassionately since they’d gotten him.  The bed wetting, nightmares, and clinginess—the little boy needed to know that his moms not only loved him but would be there for him.  He was getting better every month he was with Taylor and Bree.  The last sixteen months had been good for the boy, at least in Bree’s opinion.  She stared at the envelop, unsure if she should open it without Taylor.  

The letter could be time sensitive, so Bree took a deep breath and ripped it open.  There was going to be yet another court date, and this time they were ordering Jack to appear with them.  The social worker would be there, along with a court-appointed lawyer for the boy.

“Damn!” 

Bree took a deep breath.  This could mean the birth parents wanted to see the boy, which would confuse him further.  He barely remembered them, but his psyche was healing and he didn’t need flashbacks or nightmares to set back his progress.  She put the date on the calendar right away so that Taylor could make sure she had it off and made a note to tell her about it later when the kids were in bed.  There was nothing either of the foster moms could do about it, and she wasn’t happy.

Bree pulled out a casserole she had made the other night.  It always tasted better once everything in it had time to set.  She placed it in the oven to warm slowly so it would be ready by dinner time.  She set the table so the kids didn’t have to and washed some breakfast dishes she had missed, making sure to soak her hands, anything to get some of the paint and dirt out of her pores.

“Mom!” Melanie called as she came through the door with her three siblings trailing behind.

“Not so loud,” Bree cautioned the oldest and then quickly added, “Don’t slam that door.”  But it was too late, and Jack let it bang shut behind him.  “Damn,” she whispered under her breath, knowing one of the neighbors was sure to complain.  She put on a happy smile and greeted each of them with a hug and a kiss.  They each told her about their day, and she handed them some fruit chews she had made.  Even though they tasted horrible to her, the kids seemed to like them, and they were sugar-free, which was probably why they tasted bad to her.  “Well, put your school bags in your rooms, and bring me your lunch bags,” she told them once they were all caught up.  “Change your clothes, and then you can play.  I’ll let you watch TV for an hour until Mom gets home and we eat dinner.”

She had to tell Melanie twice to put her school bag away, but she could tell the eight-year-old was testing her.  She could always let it go, but the others were watching to see if they could get away with it, too.  If that happened, she’d have a mutiny on her hands.  She didn’t remind them that they were leaving for the market tomorrow, getting a day off from school.  The school was already informed, and she’d picked up their homework for tomorrow, for those who had it, so they could do it while they all worked at the market.  She checked that their weekend bags were packed, their sleeping bags all ready, and got out the cooler and left it in the kitchen to pack with ice in the morning.  It wouldn’t last until Sunday when they packed up, but they could make several sandwiches to avoid buying meals.  If she and Taylor watched the kids closely and kept the cooler closed, an almost impossible feat with the kids, the ice might last until Saturday night.

* * * * *
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“This is delicious babe,” Taylor said as she forked the chunks of chicken into her mouth.  “This is what, cream of—”

“So ... the trailer is all packed for tomorrow,” Bree interrupted, repeating herself while she pointed her head towards the girls.  Both girls hated the idea of mushrooms, but what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

Taylor frowned at being interrupted but then caught on.  She nodded.  “I’ll put the bags in,” she promised, glancing down the hall from her seat at the head of the small kitchen table.

“I’ll help,” Melanie offered.

“Me, too?” Barbie and Bryan said together.

“Me, too?” Jack echoed, although he didn’t have any idea what he was asking to do.

“We’ll see,” Bree said with a smile.  “Eat your dinner.”

After dinner, Bree had the boys bring the dishes to the counter while the girls helped Taylor take the sleeping bags, extra blankets, and a bag of clothes out to the van and pack them away for the weekend.  One of the bags carried toys the children weren’t allowed to play with except when they went to these weekends at the market.  It kept the kids busy while the two women were selling their pottery and kept them out of the hair of their customers.

After Taylor put the kids to bed and took a shower, she slouched into the bedroom and collapsed on the bed with a groan.

“Tired?” Bree asked Taylor.

“Probably no more than you are.”  She gave her a warm smile.  

“Want me to brush your hair?”

“You don’t have to ask twice.”  Taylor reached for the brush on the dresser and handed it to her wife.  She almost purred as Bree slowly pulled the bristles through her hair.  It wasn’t too long, just below her shoulders, but she wore it up in a bun at the diner, and it only added to her old-time waitress uniform.  “I think I might have picked up a job next week with one of my customers.  He was looking for someone to cut his lawn, and I asked how much, and we had a conversation.”

“What’s Vinnie going to say?”  Their landscaping friend, one of The Nillionaires Club, had all the tools necessary to take care of the yard.

“She told me to take it since she’s too busy.  She’s looking to get another crew going.”

“How much is he going to pay you?” Bree asked, amused.  She knew how much Taylor liked being outdoors.

“One hundred bucks,” Taylor bragged, smiling at her wife in the mirror as her eyes shut with the relaxing feel of the brush on her scalp.

“Just how big is this yard?”

“He said at least an acre but that his last lawn-cutter went off to college and left him high and dry.”

Bree chuckled.  “I miss cutting lawns.”

“You could call up your parents and ask if you could cut their lawn,” Taylor teased.

“Yeah, and have them tell me that I have too many kids and ask if I have come to my senses about you?”

“Well, there is that.  Have you?”

“Have I what?”

“Come to your senses about me?”

“Never.  You leave me senseless,” she said seductively, leaning down to nibble along Taylor’s neck.  The corresponding goosebumps that went down her wife’s arms were satisfying to see.  She rubbed them with her hands, warming them.  Further caressing ensued, causing other sensations to come up between them.

“I’m tired,” Taylor confessed but didn’t stop her.

“Me, too,” Bree agreed, continuing her lovemaking as the brush fell to the wayside.

Their lips met, which told each of the other’s need, despite their fatigue.  Both knew the other’s pressure points and quickly began their familiar lovemaking.  

Taylor had a spot on her neck that if kissed right, tongued, always made her go limp.

Bree couldn’t stop when Taylor reached up with her fingertips, despite the shirt she was wearing, and lightly touched her fingertips over her nipples.  The warm palms that followed demanded skin on skin, and Bree pulled her shirt over her head and straddled her wife’s lap, then continued running her tongue and lips along her wife’s neck.

“Mmmmm,” Taylor moaned into Bree’s ear, leaning her head away so she could access the long neck.

“You taste delicious.”

“You taste pretty good yourself,” Taylor responded, licking at the pert nipples that were now conveniently in her face, squeezing the corresponding breast as she tongued first one, and then the other.  She could feel herself creaming her clean underwear, knowing she’d have to change them but didn’t care.  She tongued her wife’s nipples harder when Bree hit the right spot, wanting her to bite it, and then, when she lightly scored it with her teeth, felt the need to suck hard on her wife’s nipple.

“Careful, babe,” Bree warned but didn’t stop trying to drive her insane.

Taylor’s hand began to sneak down inside the shorts her wife was wearing, pleased to find how wet she was for her.  “Someone’s been thinking naughty things.”

“Nuh-uh.  Someone inspires me.” she responded, enjoying the feel of Taylor’s fingers as they played between her legs.  She threw her head back when Taylor gathered the hair and tugged, enjoying the pleasured pain that ensued.  The fingers that delved into the hidden folds felt wonderful, and then ... she plunged.  “So quick,” she protested but not in anger.  She welcomed first one, and then a second finger as Taylor tongued her nipple at the same time, using her knee to force her fingers in deeper.  The angle was difficult, but she was going to make it work.

Taylor smiled around the nipple that she was working, knowing what she was doing to Bree, making her come undone very quickly as she thrust.  Every third thrust she curled her fingers slightly so she would hit the front of the passage, and she heard that welcome intake of breath she wanted.  She was going to have a hickey on her neck if Bree wasn’t careful.  “Like it?” she teasingly whispered.

“Right ... there,” Bree gasped, trying to grind down on the fingers giving her so much pleasure.

Taylor moved her leg to hold her wife there, the fingers delving deeper as she increased her pace.  The squishing noises told her that she was exciting her.  In—out and ... in —out.  

In no time at all, Bree threw her head back again and nearly shouted out as she came on her wife.    

Taylor attempted to reach up and capture her wife’s mouth with her own, but the angle forbade it.  Instead, she kissed deeply into her neck, nudging aside her hair, as she ground down on her fingers, nearly breaking them.  Slowly, she eased back a fraction of an inch.

Bree finally looked down at her wife and halted her kissing long enough to capture Taylor’s lips with her own.  She rose up slightly, and Taylor’s fingers fell out of her with a plop.  Clamping her legs on either side of Taylor’s hips, she rolled them, nearly falling off the bed as she pinned her wife.  Frantically, she thrust her tongue in Taylor’s mouth and was rewarded with a hard suck on that appendage.  Her hands brushed gently down Taylor’s arms as she began to scooch down her body, making sure to rub her own exposed nipples down her wife’s body.  She pulled the panties off her wife when she got there, smelling how wet she had become from what they had been doing.

“Yummm,” she moaned as she nuzzled the slit, and her mouth started lapping its way down and then inside Taylor.

Taylor spread her legs to accommodate her wife, feeling the need badly now.  

Gently, Bree’s fingertips spread the folds, lifting her wife’s legs over her shoulders, allowing her face between them as she plunged her tongue inside her.

“Oh, gawwwwd,” she moaned aloud.  Her head turned from side to side with pleasure, and she reached down to hold her wife’s head between her legs as she arched up.

“Shhh!  You’ll wake the children.”  She grinned devilishly, knowing what she was doing to Taylor.  Holding her breath, she plunged her tongue in as deep as it would go, waiting for the sensitive skin to feel that warmth so she could lap up the moisture.  Her nose was just right to rub the clit with its tip, but she couldn’t inhale or the moisture might drown her.  Taking a quick breath, she could sense Taylor getting near, so she tried to hold her breath longer and longer before pulling out yet again, and again.  She nearly passed out as she held in as long as possible to give her wife those sensations, the grip on the back of her head was pulling the hair out at its roots.  And then, finally, Taylor began to tremble

The tease of the tongue stopping nearly drove her insane.  The warmth ending, even in the time that Bree took to take another breath was maddening.  The touch of her warm, no ... hot tongue on those nerve endings was incredible.  Each time it seemed longer, and she kept arching into her wife’s face, never realizing she was smothering her with her folds and wetness.  As the tingles started she followed them, releasing her body to convulse as she came, and came, and came.

Bree could have sworn that her nose was full of wetness and nearly broken as Taylor’s pubic bone came up and hit it, but she never let on.  Instead, she tried to use her fingers to continue rubbing the sensitive area, but as Taylor finally began to come down from her high, she slowly backed off to wipe her fingers on their sheets, and discretely rub her already sore nose.

“Ah, baby, that felt gooood,” Taylor breathed, pulling her legs from Bree’s shoulders.

Bree smiled as she slid up her wife’s body to hug her tightly.  “That was unexpected.”

When Bree gave her a kiss, Taylor could taste herself on her wife’s lips but didn’t mind.  She was still tingling, feeling little pulses of delicious sensations between her legs.  She felt around the bed and found Bree’s shirt and helped her get it back on.  She laughed to herself as she blew her nose into a tissue, thinking she’d probably done that to Bree a few times over the years.

Holding each other close, they were soon asleep.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Early the next morning Bree and Taylor carried the six-year-olds and put them in the minivan car seats.

“Yes, I know sweetie.  Shhh,” Bree consoled a crabby Bryan as she strapped him into his car seat.

“I don’t think she even realizes she left her bed,” Taylor whispered.  She closed the car door as softly as possible and locked it.  They both looked at Barbie, sound asleep in her pajamas, a blanket wrapped around her.  She hadn’t woken as Taylor strapped her into the car seat.

“Two down, two to go,” Bree said quietly, already weary as she thought about all the work they had to do in the day ahead.

Next, Taylor carried Melanie out, the largest of their children, and put her in the back of the van next to Bryan, who stared up at Taylor with bright eyes.

“How are you even awake?” Taylor asked the chipper little boy.  

“Going to market,” he sing-songed.

“Shhh, you’ll wake your brother and sisters.”  She handed him a homemade breakfast bar which he chewed on happily, dropping crumbs onto the seat.

They locked the kids in the van once more and hurried to get their coffees to go, the cooler, and their cash bag.

“Ready?” Bree saw her and called out to Taylor, who nodded and locked the door behind her.

They were both excited but weary, too, at the early morning start.  Driving north towards the market, something they did several times a year for this particular show, they were both quiet.  It was going to be a long couple of days, but they needed the extra money.  They would enjoy it once they were all set up and the kids settled into the routine.

Taylor parked in their usual spot.  They’d sent in their payment well over a month ago, and one of the show coordinators came by to give them their vendor card to put in the van window.  Both moms pulled the tent poles from the trailer in a well-rehearsed and familiar habit.  They quickly had the poles attached to the corners with the tent corners pulled taut, hooking the edges all around before lifting the tent onto its legs and raising it.  They pushed the legs straight, all six of them until the tent was set up.  Next, they attached the sides, rolling them up and attaching them to the cross-beams of the tent so everyone could see into their booth.  Next, they placed tarps on the ground and over those pieces of cardboard.  They left the van door open so they could hear the children, and the back of the vendor tent would eventually hide the van and trailer from view. 

“I’ve got him,” Bree said as Bryan squawked at being left in the van.  “Shhh, you’ll wake your brother and sisters,” she repeated.  He’d dozed on the drive up, but was now fully awake.  She handed him a bag of his toys as he shimmied out of the van, and, as per the routine, she laid out a small tarp in the corner of the tent for him to sit on.  

Bree then went to help Taylor unload the many pots they would be selling.

“I’ve got this; set up the vendor table,” Taylor told her as she lifted box after box and then carefully placed the various pots into organized rows inside the tent. 

Bree set up the collapsible desk they’d found at a garage sale and added wheels for an easier setup.  The drawers were just the right size to store all the things they needed for vending—a small register and till, credit card swipers, signs, business cards, and brochures.  Bree pulled these things out and began setting up.  Taylor handed her the cash bag, and she counted out a number of ones, fives, and tens as she put them in the till, then put the bag with extras of each in a locked drawer below the cash register.  So many people came to these markets and pulled out a fifty or a hundred, not realizing the vendors didn’t have the change.  They had to be prepared, or they could lose a sale.

“Hi, Margaret,” Taylor said kindly as she put some of the larger pots out on their tarp, seeing their usual neighbor setting up next to them.  Margaret sold pillows of every design and color.

“Morning,” she mumbled sleepily without pausing her work to chat.

There were so many different vendors, it was fascinating to watch, and Jack ignored his toys to watch all the people coming and going.  He knew better than to leave the tent, though.  He had his protective square of tarp behind the cash register to play on, or, if he got tired, he could tell his moms and go back in the van and sleep in his car seat.  Many times, he’d just grab a blanket and sack out on the tarp, oblivious to the hubbub going on around him.

“Good morning, Taylor!” 

Taylor looked up from the new larger pots with vibrant colors, where she was placing them along the front side.

“My, aren’t these pretty.” the woman commented, stopping to admire the patterns.

“Hello, Gretchen.  I have your order in the trailer.  Did you bring your husband?”

“He isn’t up yet,” she said grumpily.  “I did bring my son to help ... and a cart.”  She pointed to a pre-teen boy standing a few feet away and smiling sheepishly.

“Hey, there, Aaron.  Bring it around the tent to the trailer,” Taylor said with a smile.  She looked for and found the boxes Bree had loaded and labeled for Gretchen.  Carefully, she stacked them in the hand cart, knowing it would be heavy to pull.  “I’m going to have to carry this one if you’ll carry that box?” she asked Gretchen, who nodded.  As they followed Aaron to Gretchen’s booth, they chatted amiably.  She sold flowers and plants, which jived well with Taylor and Bree’s pots.  “Oh, that’s a beauty,” Taylor said when she saw the large spider plant hanging down the middle of Gretchen’s booth.  It was very full, had variegated edges, and was sending out lots of babies.

“Here you go.”  Gretchen handed Taylor a check to cover the invoice that had been tucked in the box.  They’d unloaded the cart at the back of Gretchen’s half-displayed booth and put down the boxes on a table.  “I want some of those bigger pots if you don’t sell them this weekend.  If you do, I want to order at least six.  I saw that Aztec design and wish you had told me about them before you brought them!” she complained good-naturedly.

“We’re trying different patterns and designs.  Doing it free-hand, there are so many variations,” Taylor complained in return with a smile.  “We’ll get it automated, someday.”

“I don’t know; I like knowing everything is hand-made.”  She stopped to admire the paintings on the pots.  “By the way, have you heard from the realtor?”

“He called once, but Bree told him we wanted a big discount since there is no livable house on the property.”

“Sounds like you’d have your work cut out for you if it did go through.”

Taylor nodded in agreement, happily anticipating said work.

“You sure it’s a good idea?” she fretted for her friend, knowing how long they had scrimped and saved.

Taylor shrugged.  “We all have to start somewhere.”

She nodded.  “True.  Well, have a good day.”  

Taylor took her cue, knowing the woman still had to put up the rest of her booth and her husband would be of no help.  He was probably sleeping in the small RV they drove on market days.  She envied them that, wishing she and Bree had more than their rusted-out van, but, then, they also had four kids to raise and it all cost money.  She returned to her booth, waving at several vendors she recognized from past shows along the way.

“Gretchen wants some of the Aztec pots if we have any left at the end of the market,” Taylor mentioned to Bree as she handed her the check.

“We have to figure out a way to get pictures and put them online so we’re prepared.”

They both knew they needed a camera, a decent computer, and a website.  

* * * * *
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People started showing up before 8 AM, wanting to be the first to see the wares, even though the rules prohibited sales before nine.  By ten, the place was packed.  They didn’t just come for the crafts but the fresh produce and ready-made food.  It felt like a holiday, as people talked, shopped, and explored.

Before long, the kids were all awake and playing in and out of their area, on and off the tarp.  Between watching the kids and tending to customers, both moms were kept busy.  They took turns quieting down the children, who were naturally rambunctious but knew better than to interrupt their mothers when they were helping a customer.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” was a familiar refrain, and whenever they had a break from the constant customers, one or the other mother escorted their children in a group to the bathroom.  They were slow and distracted as they looked at the bright colors, the things others offered, and the expensive food they knew better than to ask for.

By noon, the kids were hungry, and the moms opened the cooler and handed out sandwiches.  They ate them on the tarp, getting crumbs all over it, but enjoying the juice boxes Bree had put in for them.  This necessitated another trip to the bathroom soon after, but the moms took turns as they waited on customers, answered questions, and helped to load pots in people’s carts.

“Whew!  Thought I wouldn’t get a break to come over here.  I want that large pot you have out front,” a woman gasped, proving she had nearly run to get to their booth.

“Hiya, Lenny,” Bree said, seeing her friend, another member of the First Nillionaires Club, and smiling.  “How’s carts?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the woman said, brushing aside the niceties and pulling out her wallet.  It was stuffed with money from her own booth.  “How much for that big blue pot with the woman on the front?”

“That’s a god,” Bree corrected her with a smirk, “and it’s twenty-five.”

“Is that a friend’s discount?”

“Yes, cause that’s a $50 pot,” Bree answered in a lower voice, feeling a little put-out that Lenny would even have to ask.

“That’s half price and not acceptable,” Lenny whispered so other shoppers wouldn’t over-hear.  “I won’t let you.”  She shoved $45 at her friend and turned her back as she went to go take the pot.

“But ...” Bree said and then shrugged.  Lenny had the vendor spot for all the carts and could well afford a $50 pot.  Lenny lifted the heavy thing onto a platform dolly cart, pulled up the sides so it wouldn’t rock off, and hurried away.  She couldn’t afford to be gone from her booth for too long.  There were always people coming and going, needing carts or returning them.  Since she kept a healthy deposit and their driver’s licenses that needed to be returned in exchange for her carts, they weren’t always patient.

Taylor finished up with a woman who bought two smaller pots with a moon theme to them, wrapped them in tissue paper, and put them in a box before handing them back to her.  The woman handed her $50, and they nodded and smiled as she left.

Bree rang it up, knowing the price to put in the register so with tax it would come out exactly to $50.  They did this to avoid dealing with too much coinage, which was a pain, and even numbers worked better for both them and the customers.  She glanced as Taylor went by to go under the tent wall and get more stock from the trailer, locking it behind her after she pulled more pots from the door.

By 4 PM, both women were exhausted under the hot sun, even under their shaded tent.  The market was slowing down, and some vendors, especially those selling produce, began to pack up for the day.  They were allowed to leave and come back the next day with more and fresh produce, while vendors like Bree and Taylor could close up their booth and not tear down until Sunday.  Like them, many of the others would be camping out on the grounds to help security ensure their merchandise was safe.

At six, they rolled down the walls of their booth, tying the corners to hide their merchandise from prying eyes.  It couldn’t stop stealing completely, but security was pretty good at this show, and theft was rare.  They took the kids to the park next door to the market to let them run around and play on the swings and other equipment while they discussed how their day had gone.  They weren’t the only parents who brought their children to work the long hours of the market.  In fact, they saw several families they recognized and chatted with a few parents, as they watched the children work off their excess energy.  It was a treat at the end of the long day for both parents and children.

They returned to the van to have a small dinner, followed by a bathroom trip not only to wash up from their day but to do their nightly bedtime routines.  Together, they put down the seats in the van to create a large platform for their blankets and sleeping bags, and they all piled in for the night.  Bree and Taylor could have slept in the trailer or put up their camping tent, but they wanted to be nearby if anyone got scared, and it was too cold this time for the tent.  They envied some of their fellow vendors who had a full RV or camper setup as they snuggled in with the four kids.  Introducing them to this lifestyle over the years had required a lot of explanations, rules, and learning.  Child Protective Services had required explanations, as well, but after three successful adoptions, their case worker knew the couple and their business pretty well.  It was only when they had gotten a new case worker that problems arose with a lot of the same questions and explanations.  

Predictably, the kids were fairly good that first day, not so good the second day, and absolutely bored by the third and final day.  The only saving grace was they would be taking down the booth on the third day and leaving.

At night, they kept the money bag under the folded-down seats where they slept, not making a big deal about it so the kids wouldn’t notice.  Still, they were a bit paranoid, with all the cash, credit card slips, and checks they had in there.  

To entertain the children, they told stories and read from books they only brought out during market or show weekends.  It was another way to make the time more special.

By Sunday, they were all grubby and ripe from camping in their van.  The family, their merchandise, and the tent were all coated in a fine layer of dust from the park, and taking down the tent made them even dirtier.  After they packed and loaded up all the leftover pots, they took Gretchen the ones she wanted so she could pack them with her leftover plants, order some more, and say goodbye.

“Got that,” Taylor said as she lifted the tote that held all the corner pieces of the tent.  It packed away well in the organized trailer.  

The trailer had been one of their better purchases.  It was great transporting their pottery to markets, swap-meets, and gift shows, and it held their excess inventory.  But the trailer was heavy, despite all they had sold, and they knew the load was wearing on their poor minivan.  It was better when they could drive the Jeep, but all four kids barely fit comfortably in that, and they certainly couldn’t sleep in it.  They always had to set up their camping tent when they used the Jeep.

“Damn,” Taylor said when they got back to their apartment to find no spots available on the street out front.  “Take the kids in the house, and I’ll take this to the shop.”  She thumb-pointed at the trailer.

“Are you sure?” Bree worried, knowing they were all very tired.

“Got this,” she said with a smile.  She double-parked and helped get the kids out of their seatbelts and watched as Bree took the cash bag, slipping it unobtrusively under her clothes as she escorted the kids into their apartment.  At the shop, Bree unhooked the trailer, chocked its tires, and made sure the tongue had a lock on it so no one could steal it or the merchandise they still had inside it.  By the time she got home, the kids were already washed and asleep in their beds.

“Didn’t they want any dinner?” she asked, looking in on them.

“They barely got a few mouthfuls of the Ramen I made,” Bree told her and then showed her how much they had made at the weekend show.  She had showered already and was sitting in lounge pants and a muscle shirt, looking fresh and clean.

“I wish we had—” began Taylor, but Bree rose quickly enough to silence her with a kiss.  

“Someday we will have,” she assured her.  She didn’t mind being poor, but they’d made a decent amount that weekend, enough to pay for the shop rental, the storage unit, and for the supplies they had used to make their pots, with a bit left over.  She was pleased because that meant more could go into their savings.  It was hard work, and sometimes they wondered why they did it.  But there was a goal.

“I better shower,” Taylor sighed.  She’d have to be back at the diner tomorrow from noon to closing, and she would need her sleep.

“When do you want to go check out those prefabs?” Bree hesitated to ask, knowing they were probably out of their depth.

“Let’s take Jack and go in the morning?”

“Really?” she asked, surprised. 

“The money is earning interest, but, if we don’t move forward with our dreams, what is the point of all this?”  

After a weekend at market, Taylor always felt more determined than ever to get out of their tiny apartment.  Sleeping together in the van was fine when the kids were little, but Melanie was getting big and the two six-year-olds were restless sleepers.  Jack was the only one that seemed to fit in there with the two adults.  There were so many things they wanted, and a camper was just one of them.

“I’m scared.”  The thought of their savings all being used on buying land and a house scared her.  Especially that land, which had looked pretty overgrown and swampy, and, then, there was that falling down house.  What if something went wrong?

“Me, too, but we gotta try something, right?” Taylor asked as she left to go take her shower.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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“No, no, scat!” Bree said as she returned from walking the kids to the bus.

“What’s going on?” Taylor asked as she came in from the kitchen where she had just cleaned up and was drinking some coffee.

“There’s this stray that keeps trying to come in.  The kids pet it, so that’s why.”

Taylor laughed as the orange cat, which was on the skinny side, tried to get past her wife and into their apartment.  It nearly succeeded as it rubbed against the woman’s legs affectionately.  “Awww, how can you resist?” she asked as Bree firmly shut the door in the disappointed cat’s face.

“I don’t want to steal someone’s cat.”

“I don’t think anyone owns that stray.  It looks pretty young.”

“Are you almost ready to go?” she asked to change the subject.

“I’ll just grab my uniform in case I don’t have time to change later.”

Taylor had cleaned up Jack who was humming along as he played with a train on the coffee table.  “You ready to go, bub?” Bree asked him.

“Going?”

“Yeah, Mom and I have some errands and thought you’d like to go with us before school.”  He wouldn’t need to be at the school until noon so they had a few hours’ window to get anything accomplished.

“Sure!” he said amiably.  

Bree marveled how quickly the kids bounced back from the weekend at the market.  She was dragging and could use a nap.  Her body felt worn out, and she knew they both sported some bruises that were inevitable from the work they did.  Both she and Taylor did the majority of the work, lifting the heavy pots and packing as well as unpacking and repacking the trailer.  The sun sucked the life out of them, too, but that was much better than the weekends when it rained and they lost business.  They’d spend the next month or so restocking their shelves, filling orders for a few stores around town, and hoping to find other accounts as well as coming up with new designs.

After they stopped at the bank and deposited the weekends proceeds, they found themselves in Taylor’s Jeep, bouncing along to one of three prefab builders in the area, looking at the impressive displays they had and listening to hopeful salesmen and women.

“As I said, we don’t know the dimensions and we are just looking,” Bree and Taylor both explained time and again as they looked at their options and viewed the house set ups.  They even toured a couple of the houses the dealers had on site; the salespeople didn’t appreciate the rambunctious four-year old running through the rooms.

“Wow, those sure aren’t anything like I expected,” Taylor admitted as she drove towards the school to drop off their kindergartener.

“Yeah, I guess I had it in my head that they were only one step up from mobile-homes,” Bree agreed.

“Me, too,” she smirked as she pulled up, put the emergency brake on, and put the SUV in neutral so she could open the back door and unbuckle Jack.  “Ready, bub?” she asked the little boy who was very excited to be going back to school after missing last Friday.  He had so much to tell his friends about what he saw and had done over the weekend and couldn’t wait to hear what they had done.  

Bree watched her wife hold the enthusiastic boy’s hand as he skipped into school.  She looked over the brochures in her hands, marveling at the full-color images and the information offered to the potential buyer.  She knew she and Taylor should really do something like this brochure with their pottery but wasn’t comfortable having someone else do all the photos and mock-up despite a well-meaning friend’s offer.  Elsie had promised to show her how when they got a new computer, but that would have to wait.

“I’m just going to drop you at home and then go to work so I’m not late,” Taylor told her as she got back in the Jeep and buckled in.

“I think we should have the realtor go with us to the property,” Bree told her.

Taylor stopped from putting the SUV into gear.  She exhaled slowly.  “That’s a lot of money that we can’t get back if this goes bad,” she cautioned, releasing the brake and putting it into first.

“I thought you wanted this?”

“I do, but I’m also still scared,” she admitted.  That safety net meant a lot to them.  They’d been building it up for years.  Still, nothing ventured, nothing gained.

“Do you want me to call the realtor for an appointment?”

After thinking for a moment, Taylor nodded.  She’d wanted this as much as Bree and they both had seen that barn which, with a bit of modification, would help their business grow.  She’d still have to work at the diner, but now she had more of a purpose.  Every tip would have to be put towards the home they wanted so badly.

“We’ll have to go talk to the bank. too,” she added.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Your mom called and wants a family dinner on Wednesday, Bree texted Taylor, knowing she might not see it for hours when she took her break.

Gretchen was in and invited us and the kids over for Thursday, was texted back a few minutes later.

Two free meals? she texted with a smiley face emoji and one with a tongue sticking out.

Deal.

They were always surprised anyone in their small group wanted them to come over, knowing all the kids would come, too.  Everyone knew how badly the couple had wanted children, and fostering had been a way to help out.  They’d had an income with fostering which helped their bank account as they saved toward someday owning their own home.  Adoption was a result of falling in love with these children, but, financially, it had hit them hard.  They’d have made more over just fostering the kids indefinitely, but they wanted them to know they were with them for always, that they were their kids and they weren’t going to abandon them, ever.  Still, it was a lot of work and they were happy with the chaos.  None of the kids looked one bit like the two women with their long brown hair, Bree’s a shade blonder, but they knew that despite all their differences—that both women encouraged—they were loved.

* * * * *
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Taylor’s mom had been pleased to finally get some grandchildren out of this strong-willed daughter of hers.  She’d been surprised when her daughter had settled down, convinced that the artistic gypsy that was her daughter would never have a husband and children.  She’d been even more overjoyed when Taylor brought home Bree and not surprised at all at her interest in a woman.  Bree was a settling influence, or so she thought.  The girl was even more of a free-spirit than her own wayward daughter.

“You can sit where you want,” Ellen assured her grandchildren after welcoming hugs.  They knew she wasn’t really their grandmother, but she’d accepted them with open arms from day one, and she was probably the only grandmother they would ever have.

“So, you cut some stranger’s lawn?” Ellen asked Taylor after she mentioned one of her side projects.  “Don’t you have a friend who is a landscaper?”

“Yes, that’s Vinnie, although she calls herself a ‘lawn care specialist.’  I don’t know how small a job she would take, but I had the time and the opportunity.  And it was cash.”

“How’d your weekend up at the market go?”  Ellen handed a bowl down the line, helping the smaller children put some on their plates.

“It was good,” Bree told her, dishing up some food for Jack.

“I don’t know why you two bother,” Taylor’s sister Tia put in.  “It’s not like you’re ever going to make a fortune at those fairs or festivals.”

“It helps get our product out to be seen and provides us with some extra money,” Taylor patiently explained in a tone that showed she had explained this many times before.  She wasn’t about to tell Tia how much they actually made from the fairs and festivals because she recognized a fishing expedition when she saw one.  Tia wanted to borrow some money from her, money she would never pay back.

“Whatever,” the young woman said, dismissing it with a wave of her hand.  “It’s an awful lot of work for very little return.”  She had helped out one weekend long ago and had said she would never do that again.

Ellen exchanged a look with her older daughter, almost apologetic, but they both broke eye contact and continued with the family dinner.

“No, Blaine,” Tia said, slapping at her son’s hands when he reached for a bowl of Jell-O.  “That’s dessert.”

He immediately started kicking the leg of the table, disrupting everyone else who was trying to eat.

“Knock it off,” Eric, Tia’s husband, admonished his son. “And don’t cry, or I’ll give you something to cry about.”

Bree and Taylor exchanged a look, and both could tell what the other mom was thinking on hearing that.   But it was Eric’s right to discipline his son, and they wouldn’t interfere.

“We have a cat,” Melanie informed her grandmother.

“You have a cat?” Ellen asked her daughter, glancing at Bree who almost cringed.

“No, we don’t have a cat.”  Taylor shook her head.  “We have a stray who is trying to become our cat.”

“The dang thing won’t go.  The kids pet it, but I won’t let them feed it,” Bree added.

“You shouldn’t let them pet it; they’ll get germs,” Tia put in.

“It’s a nice cat.”  Barbie looked worried, as if she’d done something wrong.

“A real nice cat,” Bryan backed her up, hoping they could keep it.

“It’s doing its best to ingratiate itself on the team.”  Taylor laughed, knowing her mother would understand, having raised kids herself as a single mother.

“I could take care of it for you,” Eric offered, and both moms immediately said no, knowing what kind of care he implied.  Fortunately, the kids didn’t realize what he meant.

* * * * *
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“Thank you so much for coming,” Ellen told them sincerely as she made sure to kiss each of the grandkids, giving each of them a squeeze and then hug both her daughter and Bree.  “You all come next week, too, ya hear?”

“We’ll try, Mom,” Taylor assured her as she helped Bree with the children, and they herded them to the van.

As they headed home Bree murmured to her, “The check engine light came on.” 

“Just what we need,” Taylor mumbled, sighing.  Both vehicles needed tune ups, and they’d have to do something about that, this one sooner than later.

“I’ll take it in tomorrow.”

“See how much a bumper to bumper tune up would cost?”

“You want to do that?”  She was surprised if she did, knowing it would be pricey.

“No,” Taylor said, shaking her head, “but I want to know how much it would cost instead of just fixing each problem that comes up.”

“Ambitious,” she teased.  The costs never seemed to end.

* * * * *
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The meeting with their banker didn’t really go well.  He was cautious about them buying land, especially out in the area they were contemplating.  “That new housing development is going in on the far side of this property,” he said musingly after they showed him the map.  “While the property will rise in value, I don’t think that swamp on it will be to your benefit.”

“That wetland empties into the creek and drains the land.  There is this area,” Taylor indicated a field on the map, “that is all cut, and we can get hay from our section.”  

“As you said, this section here,” Bree put in, pointing to the back of the land beyond part of the woods, “is scheduled for a housing development.  It can only increase the value of our land.”  She hoped by her emphasizing the positive he’d be more willing to give them the loan they might need.  She suspected part of his caution was because they were women.
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