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CATERINA CLEMMONS KNEW she didn’t have an abundance of patience, or even the patience the average person she’d come across had been blessed with, but she also knew this wasn’t the time to make her deficiency known to the middle-aged woman and her daughter who stood in front of her, criticizing every piece of clothing on every rack they looked at. She wondered why it hadn’t occurred to the woman and her daughter that since they were in a shop called Vicki’s Vintage, they just might expect to be faced with “old things”. Caterina happened to like old things, and with some effort, she maintained a polite smile as she wondered why her horoscope hadn’t mentioned anything about having to deal with such wonderfully delightful people during the course of her job today. 

Maybe these customers, and Caterina was using the term loosely, had horoscopes suggesting they be rude to everyone they came across on this beautiful sunny day. And maybe Caterina would read horoscopes for all twelve signs when she had a free moment so she could make a guess as to the astrological signs of the pair. She wished Vicki would return from her trip to the bank, bringing some much needed positive energy into the shop. 

A few minutes later, once the clothing had been summarily dismissed as “nothing good here” and the pair moved on to criticize the jewelry selection, Caterina heard the back door open and was happy the cavalry had arrived. Vicki Durham reached the front and smiled at Caterina, then she eyed the women at the jewelry display before meeting Caterina’s eyes again.

Her boss had always been a quick study, which was only one of the reasons Caterina enjoyed working for her. The paycheck wasn’t enough to allow Caterina to run out and buy a Mercedes, but her four year old Jeep still got her where she needed to be, and although Vicki’s Vintage wasn’t exactly a dream job, she was thankful she earned enough to pay her bills on time.

When the “customers” finished their critiques of the “gawdy and cheap” jewelry, they sauntered to the door, their heads still swiveling as they sent final glances to the racks of “nothing good here”, and Caterina did her sales girl duty by calling after them, “Thank you. Have a wonderful day.”

“Any sales while I was out?” Vicki asked, once the door had closed behind the women.

“Sadly, no. And I had such high hopes when the recently departed ladies entered.” 

“If business doesn’t pick up, I’m going to have to cut your hours, Caterina. I don’t want to do it, but the numbers this month are not good. We’re not even meeting last year’s numbers.”

And those were just the words she never wanted to hear from Vicki. In addition to “I’m going to have to let you go”, but this was no time to be thinking ahead. Or negatively. Whichever it was. Now Caterina needed to think about how the heck she was going to manage if her paychecks were cut. She didn’t want to ask just how much of a cut Vicki was considering, deciding she could save that fantastic news for another day. Maybe Thursday the 12th had become the new Friday the 13th. 

When Vicki disappeared into the back room of the shop without saying anything else, Caterina began the lengthy process of straightening all the clothing the recent non-customers had left in such a sorry state.
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CATERINA REACHED HER apartment first, but she’d only been home for a few minutes when she heard the key in the lock. “Did you have a lovely day?”

Poppy Monroe tossed her purse onto the coffee table. “Oh, the absolute loveliest. We had customers who came in and dissed everything in the shop and they didn’t buy a thing.”

“Maybe we had the same customers. Either that or there’s a lot of that going around. And to make my day even more special, Vicki said she’s going to cut my hours if we don’t start making some serious money.”

“Yuck. I’m sorry, Cat. What are you going to do if she cuts them?”

“File for bankruptcy? Sell my Jeep and get a bicycle? It’s hard to decide which option sounds like more fun.” Catarina dropped onto the couch beside Poppy. “I need to check some more horoscope sites, because my usual source was way off base today and I need something positive to look forward to. Speaking of looking forward to things, did you ask Ruth again if you can sell your photo cards?”

“I asked her again the other day, and the answer is no. I should have known she’d say no when I first asked and she said to ask her in a few weeks. Like when we’d ask our parents for something and they’d say, we’ll see.”

“She’s making a big mistake. We both know Gorgeous Gifts needs your cards to make the shop even more gorgeous. Your photos are beautiful, the asking price is low enough for people to pick up a handful, and they wouldn’t take up much display space on the counter. I asked Vicki if we could sell them just to see what she’d say, but she said since they aren’t vintage she’s not bringing them in.”

“Thanks for asking, Cat. I appreciate that. Bosses...” Poppy shook her head slowly. “Too bad we can’t be our own bosses the way we always used to talk about doing.”

“I know. And it was such a nice dream, too.”

“It doesn’t have to be just a dream, you know. We could start looking around and see if we could make it happen,” Poppy said.

“You’ve got your beautiful cards to sell, but I haven’t figured out what I’m supposed to sell, which is another reason I haven’t done anything about it. I haven’t got your crafty skills.”

“I know what you could sell, but you’d need to get started right away because they take so long to make.” 

“What are you talking about?”

“Your baby blankets and beanies. People love those. And who crochets anymore? No one, that’s who. It’s almost like a lost art. Handmade things are hard to find and so gorgeous.”

Caterina stared at Poppy, considering the idea. She did enjoy making the blankets, and stitching while she watched TV made her feel as if she was accomplishing something worthwhile. “Let’s talk this through. You make about a million cards and I make a million baby blankets, then what do we do with them all?”

“That’s what we need to look into. And to motivate myself, I think I’ll make some cards tonight. I have lots of photos and card stock I haven’t used yet.”

“I like your plan. I’ll see what I have left in the way of yarn and get started on another blanket. Then when we both have something to show, we’ll go online and see how and where we can sell them,” Caterina said. And if she needed any more motivation to convince her the need was real, she could imagine having to move back with her parents into her old room because she couldn’t meet her share of the rent and utilities. 

Which would leave Poppy behind while she scrambled to find another roommate. 

No. Absolutely not. 

Besties didn’t abandon their besties to strangers. 

“We have to make this work, Poppy.” Sitting taller, she said, “We will make this work.”
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“ISN’T THIS GREAT?” Quentin Hunter took a quick breath before putting on a burst of speed so he’d be the first to reach the top of the hilly path.

“Swell,” Hugh Forsyth said, trying to pass Quentin.

“You liking this after work run better than going in the morning?”

“Can’t decide.”

“Gets out all the aggravation that’s built up during the day.”

“What have you got to be aggravated about?” Hugh asked.

Quentin grinned as he blocked Hugh’s attempt to run by him with an elbow. “Trombley’s ancient equipment. Every day I spend hours patching things together so the computers will last another day. I think about the salaries all the VPs make and wonder why the company can’t upgrade to the 21st century. No wonder we’re losing clients. We can’t keep up with our competitors.”

“Easy, there, buddy. When you’re in charge you can make everything better.”

Huffing a laugh, Quentin said, “Yeah. I’m not holding my breath.”

“Leland’s isn’t exactly a barrel of monkeys, either. Another salesman got the ax today.”

“That’s rough.” Reaching the summit, he tapped Hugh’s arm. “Slow down for a minute.” Both breathing heavily, they switched to a fast walk to descend the hill. “It’s been five years, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. I’ve been thinking about that. But what are we going to do about it? We’re no more ready now than we were five years ago.”

“We’ve taken the first step. We’ve acknowledged that it’s time to do what we said we’d do,” Quentin said.

“You have any clue what you’re going to do?”

“Photography. I’ve had my eye on that Canon printer for long enough, and it’s time to move.”

“Your old camera still works?” Hugh grinned.

“Course it still works. I take care of my investments. Have you figured out what you’re going to do?”

“Watercolors.”

“Good. About time you did something with your talent.” Quentin extended his hand for a high five.

“That’s the easy part. Now we just need to find out where to market ourselves.”

“You have any paintings stored up in your closet?”

“I might have a few. You have any photos?”

“I might have a few of those lying around.”

“After dinner we start looking. See where we can peddle my paintings and your photos.”

“Other than on street corners?” Quentin grinned. “Maybe during our lunch hours?”

“Other than that. Might be nice to have a roof over our heads and our stuff, so the rain doesn’t ruin them all.”

“So we’ll look for a store front?”

“We have to. Where people are happy to spend their hard earned money on things they don’t need, like paintings and photos.”

“Ah, but my photos are going to feature these people, and some people have a hard time resisting their own images.”

“True. You take care of the portraits and I’ll do the landscapes,” Hugh said.

“We need a location that attracts people all year.”

“You thinking we need to look in Florida?”

Quentin grimaced. “Don’t want to go that far away. I’m not expecting our venture to be wildly successful, but if we can make it a year, I’ll be happy.”

“You’re a ray of sunshine, aren’t you? Only a year?”

“Think about it. Or think about your future. Your financial future. We can do this now because we haven’t hit thirty yet. Once we do, we need to get more secure, better paying positions so we know we’ll be in position to pack our 401k accounts so tight we can retire before we hit sixty.”

“You have it all planned out, don’t you?”

“We both do. Otherwise we wouldn’t still be roommates with nothing to show but rent receipts,” Quentin said. 

“At least we paid off our student loans.”

“And one of us has decent wheels.” Quentin glanced at Hugh, grinning when his friend frowned.

“My truck gets the job done.”

“You keep telling yourself that.”

“Let’s cut back to four miles tomorrow,” Hugh said.

“You got it, old man.” Quentin laughed and ran ahead of Hugh.
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“I THINK WE NEED TO limit our search to New England,” Quentin said, logging onto his laptop and easing down on the sagging leather couch, hearing the springs complain.

“Fine with me.” Hugh stared at his monitor. “How about Nantucket? Tourists are probably there all year.”

“We can’t afford Nantucket, either for business space or a place to stay, and they probably don’t take kindly to people camping out on the beaches.”

“Then I won’t waste my time suggesting Martha’s Vineyard.”

“Rockport or Kennebunkport would also be great, but again, the rents would be astronomical. I think we need to go inland, where rents should be lower than the coast. Maybe somewhere in the mountains.”

“Plenty of mountains in New England,” Hugh said.

“And four seasons of activities, which means four seasons of visitors. You want to take Vermont and I’ll take New Hampshire?” Quentin checked the time. “Bruins are on in fifteen minutes.”

“Then we’d better hustle.”

After hustling hadn’t helped, Quentin shut down his laptop, his eyes on the game, wishing either he or Hugh had found at least a couple of possibilities, but there was always the weekend when they’d have more time to look. 

The threat of layoffs at Hugh’s company was making the search more pressing, and they really needed to come up with something in the next few days. It didn’t have to be as perfect as they’d imagined five years ago, since reality rarely measured up to dreams, but he had faith they were wise enough to be able to recognize what would work for them, even if it was just some little hole in the wall storefront they could afford in East Overshoe.
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“POPPY, I CHECKED OUR horoscopes, and I really, really don’t like mine,” Caterina said on Friday morning as she was slicing her bagel. “I understand that it’s Friday the 13th, and that just makes everyone’s day worse than usual, and it would be great to call out sick and just stay in bed all day, but I can’t do that to Vicki. Plus she might realize she doesn’t need me there and immediately cut my hours.”

Poppy asked, “What did your horoscope say? Stay in bed?”

“I’m supposed to be alert for trouble spots today.”

“You’re always alert for trouble spots.”

“This is true, but because of the date, the trouble will be magnified.”

“What was mine?” Poppy asked.

“Yours said there are big changes coming your way, which is a much better message. I wish mine had said that.”

“That sounds kind of intriguing.”

“It does,” Caterina said. “Maybe it means Nancy will change her mind about selling your cards.”

“But just in case it doesn’t mean that, let’s keep searching tonight.”

“We can do that, unless some prince of a man comes into your shop today and asks you out for tonight, then I’ll be searching alone.”

“We both know that isn’t going to happen, so I’ll be right beside you on that old couch.”

Caterina looked into the living room. “It is an old couch, isn’t it? We have to get out of this place and get a couple of nice condos or little houses, places that we actually own.”

“First we make the dream happen, then we move on to the houses.”

“Right.” Caterina checked the time. “I have to get going. You be alert for changes and I’ll be alert for trouble.”
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“TODAY SUCKED EGGS,” Hugh said when he found Quentin in the kitchen on Friday night.

“That good?”

“Hastings got the ax today.”

“Are they going by seniority? You’ve been there almost five years, right?”

“Not by seniority. By sales’ numbers. And mine aren’t all that swell lately.” 

“Then we do some more looking tonight until we find something. And we’ve got our 401k accounts we can dip into for hardships.” When he saw Hugh’s expression, he said, “Yeah, I don’t want to either, but it’s there if we need it.”

“What’s for dinner?”

“Whatever you want. It’s your turn to cook,” Quentin said.

“Damn. When I saw you in the kitchen I hoped it was your turn.”

“Why don’t we call for a delivery? Then we start searching and we don’t stop until we have something. Anything that looks as if it might work for us.”

“I’ll make the call.” Hugh pulled the phone from his pocket. “What’s new at Tromblay’s?”

Quentin took a couple of bottles of Sam Adams from the fridge, handing one to Hugh. “We were bought out today.”

Hugh stared at him. “You seem pretty calm about it. Are you going to lose your job?”

“Maybe. But I didn’t lose it today.” He took a drink. “It’s just one more reason to get out of there before it happens.”

As Quentin divided his attention between his laptop and the TV, he was disappointed the Bruins were losing, but it allowed him to focus more on what in the hell was going to happen next in his employment career.

The game ended with a score of 2-1 and he still hadn’t found anything. Neither had Hugh, who had loudly shared his irritation about the Bruins losing throughout the game until Quentin was about ready to take his laptop to his room. But he’d stayed where he was, and when the game ended, he shut off the TV, hoping one of them would find something before the specter of unemployment that seemed to be looming over both their heads became an actual fact. “Hey.” Quentin sat up straight, his eyes focused on something finally worth focusing on. “Look up Brunswick Lake in New Hampshire.”

“Why? What is it?” Hugh asked.

“Just look. See what you think.”
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“I SEE WE BOTH MADE it home without anything terrible happening to us,” Caterina said when Poppy came through the door. “We barely did any business today, but Vicki didn’t cut my hours for next week. Yet. How was your day?”

“Unless you count the fact the price of gas went down five cents at the Speedway, there weren’t any big changes in my life.”

“Then the big changes haven’t happened yet, and we still have hours until midnight. Let’s get to work. We really need to find something that’s fun and profitable and doable and possible. And doesn’t involve us having to move back in with our parents. Or applying for office jobs which would probably pay us well but would squash our creative spirits.”

“Right.” Poppy went into the kitchen. “Are we doing leftovers tonight?”

“Yes. With a bottle of wine. That will help us think better.”

“That may not be accurate in my case, but I still like the way it sounds.”

After dinner, Caterina dropped onto the couch, trying to find a comfortable spot, then lifted her laptop from the coffee table. “Wish me luck. I’m going in.”

Poppy raised a glass. “Good luck. I’m right behind you.”

Hours later, Caterina’s enthusiasm had all but vanished, but she forced herself to keep going. Poppy was depending on her. Sitting up straight, she said, “Poppy, I might have something. I was looking for craft opportunities and tourist areas, and look what came up.”

Poppy slid closer on the couch. “Pretty area. Where is it?”

“It’s in Brunswick, New Hampshire. There’s a new boardwalk on the lake with a bunch of shops and they’re looking for crafters.”

“We’re crafters,” Poppy said. “Well, you are. I’m sort of a crafter.”

Caterina picked up her phone. “I’m going to call the number right now.”

“It’s 10:17. If somebody answers the phone this late I’ll be very surprised.”

Groaning, Caterina put down the phone. “You’re right. I don’t want to wake anybody up. I’ll call in the morning.”

Poppy leaned closer to the screen, moving the cursor. “Or, we can go there tomorrow.”

“Go there?” Caterina stared at Poppy, thinking about Vicki cutting her hours and Nancy not allowing Poppy to sell her beautiful cards. “Yes, Pops. We’ll go there tomorrow. First thing. Well, we’ll leave first thing. Let’s see how long a ride we have. Maybe we should pack bags in case we have to stay at a hotel tomorrow night. A cheap one. This could be a real adventure.”

“I love this, Cat.” Poppy slid back to her spot on the couch and searched for Brunswick. “Imagine working there, right on a lake?”

“I wonder where we’d be living,” Caterina said. “Maybe we should make a list of questions tomorrow, while we’re on the way. I’ll drive.”

Poppy bounced and Caterina heard the couch make its familiar groan. “Maybe Brunswick is just what we’ve been waiting for.”
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“I LEFT A VOICEMAIL,” Quentin said, laying his phone on the couch, still staring at the website on his screen.

“I don’t think we should wait for this Dunster guy to call back. I think we need to go up there in the morning and ask the guy some questions and figure out if it’s worth our time.”

“You’re right.”

“We leave at dawn,” Hugh said, closing his laptop.

“Dawn? Are you whacked? We’re not driving to Canada. It’s New Hampshire.”

“See how far away it is.”

“Three hours,” Quentin said.

“You already looked it up?”

“You’ll see.” Quentin was guessing, but three hours sounded about right. “We can leave at seven.”

“That’s practically dawn.”

Quentin closed his laptop. “Better get some sleep. We have a big day tomorrow.” Unless it was a waste of time, gas, and hope. But he hoped like hell Brunswick Lake Boardwalk was the answer he and Hugh needed or things had the potential to get very uncomfortable for them, employment-wise.
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“IT’S RINGING,” POPPY said, reaching over the console and squeezing Caterina’s arm, causing the Jeep to slide into the breakdown lane on the highway. “Sorry, Cat.”

Caterina glanced in the rearview mirror, but the nearest car was far behind them. “It’s okay. We’re still on the road.”

Poppy sat taller and waved a hand. “Oh, yes, hello. My name is Poppy Monroe, and I wonder if you could help me.”

Caterina listened to the one-sided conversation, hoping Poppy was getting what they needed. The thought of having to drive three hours, then being told they were too late since all the stores at the boardwalk had been leased would come close to breaking her heart. Her horoscope hadn’t mentioned anything about a new business venture, nor had Poppy’s, and that was worrying, but not worrying enough for her to give up on the idea. Poppy was counting on her, and Caterina needed to make this happen. Thinking about her own possibly reduced paychecks was another excellent motivator. When she heard Poppy winding down, she took a slow breath, hoping there was good news. The way Poppy had been talking, using her professional rather than personal voice, gave nothing away.

“Thank you again,” Poppy said, disconnecting. “I hope the GPS is giving us the right time, because we have an appointment with Hal Dunster as soon as we get to Brunswick Lake Boardwalk.”

“That was him on the phone?”

“That was Wendy, his assistant.”

Caterina eyed the ETA, then the road ahead. “One more hour. I’m not going to jinx us by commenting on the traffic luck we’ve been having.”

“Wise of you,” Poppy said.
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“I THOUGHT YOU SAID it was three hours away,” Hugh said.

Quentin had set up the GPS without announcing their ETA, and until now, Hugh hadn’t paid the display any attention. “Three or three and a half, there isn’t much difference. I’m more concerned that I haven’t heard back from Brunswick. Call them again, will you? I don’t want to drive way the hell up here to find out there’s no one we can talk to.”

“You got it.” Hugh opened a browser and found the number.

Focusing on the road since he could only hear half of the conversation, Quentin wondered about the shops and whether there were second floor apartments they’d be able to rent. If he’d designed a boardwalk lined with tourist shops, that’s the way he’d have done it. Except he wouldn’t be designing anything, since his degree was in computer science, not architecture. If there were no apartments on site, he and Hugh would need to do a lot more looking around, either today, if things worked out the way he hoped, or online again once they were home. Today would be a hell of a lot better. When Hugh finished the call, Quentin glanced at him. “What’s the story?”

“We
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