
LOVE FOREVER YOURS

This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

LOVE FOREVER YOURS

First edition. June 2016.

Copyright © 2016 G. Whitman.

Written by G. Whitman


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Epilogue

THE END

Sign up for G. Whitman's Mailing List

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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“WHO’S AT THE BAR WITH Henry?” Ellie moved her gaze toward the bar, questioning Beth.

“A friend of his from the army, I heard. Sounds like he’ll be teaching history at the high school.”

Ellie couldn’t see the whole man. She guessed he had to be at least six foot three with shoulders like a linebacker. The tight, black t-shirt left little to the imagination, and his biceps were huge. Christ, did he scare kids into learning? She laughed at the thought. Big men often compensated by being gentle. He looked the type who was more fun than gentle.

“A fine ass, too,” Ellie said out loud as he moved into view.

“It’s tough not to notice,” Beth concurred.

Ellie polished off her drink. “I need a drink. You want one?”

“Not me. Go make a good impression.”

Ellie fluttered her eyelashes coyly at her best friend. “Whatever do you mean?”

Beth smirked. “Walk straight. Your boobs push out when you stand straight.”

Ellie already knew that. Thank god for push-up-and-out bras.

“Can I have another beer, Joe?” Ellie directed to the bartender as she reached the bar. She glanced over to Henry. “Hi, Henry.”

“Hi, Ellie.”

She wanted for Henry to make the introduction. Ellie would have to make the first move.

Her hand went out to the new man. “Henry’s not very good at this socializing part of things and forgets to introduce people. I’m Ellie.”  

He took her hand and found himself staring into crystal blue eyes. “I’m Taylor.”

“Nice to meet you, Taylor.” Ellie took her beer and left.

“Ellie Maynard,” Henry said to Taylor. Henry saw the look Taylor gave him. “What?”

“Maynard, Maynard? Why does the name sound familiar?”

“Maynard Lumber? Hello? Everyone within a two hundred mile radius does business with Maynard Lumber.”

“So, a family business.” Taylor looked back to see Ellie drinking her beer with a friend. “What does she do for them?”

“You’re the one doing some DIY at your house. Go to Maynard’s and find out for yourself.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Taylor saw the smirk on Henry’s face. Shit. Now he wondered why. She could be in the office, but somehow Taylor didn’t think so. If it was a family business, Taylor was sure she was experienced in the field. He’d find out soon enough.
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WALKING INTO MAYNARD’S Lumber and Supply was like walking into a DIY heaven. Taylor had bought a three-bedroom, one-story house. The windows already replaced, he wanted to build a new back deck, construct a stone patio area, and then paint the house. He could work on the interior in the colder months.

Then he saw her. Jeans, polo, and damn if she didn’t make a tool belt look sexy. Ellie was giving a class and showing those around her about a new radial and table saws in stock. With her hair pulled back and protective glasses, Taylor knew she understood her business well. Ellie being good looking didn’t hurt the cause.

“Thanks, everyone,” she called out when finished. “You know you can ask us anything, at any time. We are here for you.”

Taylor knew she meant it. The crowd dispersed and he was left standing alone, smiling at her.

She noticed and walked confidently up to him. “Taylor, right? A friend of Henry’s.”

“Yes. I’m surprised you remembered my name.”

“One, it’s my job to remember people. Two, you’re the only Taylor I’ve ever met.”

He put out a hand. “It’s actually George Taylor Anderson, Jr. Dad is the George, and Junior wasn’t going to work for me.”

“Is Taylor a family name?”

“Somewhere in history, Taylor was a great-great’s name.”

“I’m Ellie Maynard.” She shook his hand, then cocked an eyebrow. “Eleanor when I’m dealing with the corporate types. Suits tend to be the uptight kind.”

“Don’t I know it.”

She grinned. “What brings you to Maynard’s today?”

“I’m putting on a new deck to my house and I also want to build a patio. I have the lumber figured out for the deck. I wanted to see what you have for patio stones.”

“Did you buy the Grand’s place?”

“How did you know?”

“It’s not a big town, and we put in the new windows.”

“The windows done before I moved in. I was delayed getting here. A local contractor put them in for me.”

“This way.” She pointed. “How big a deck and how big a patio?”

“Both about twelve feet by twelve feet.”

They reached the area with the stone.

“You can go basic or fancy. Depends on what you like.” Ellie picked up the various stone types. “You can go with a plain gray in either square, rectangular, or both. The stone will be plain, but you can dress up a patio or a deck with more exotic furniture.”

“Exotic.” Taylor contemplated that thought. “I can honestly say, I’ve never thought of outside furniture as exotic.”

She grinned. “You’re not in the same business I’m in.”

“The deck should be done by the end of next week. Can the stones be delivered the following Saturday?”

“Sure. You want help?”

Taylor looked at her. “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“I’m not doing anything, and I haven’t built one of these in a while. It will keep me in practice.”

“Sure. No problem.”

Something told him she didn’t forget things like that. Hmmm. He looked forward to Saturday.
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU are helping him with the patio?” Beth poured herself another glass of wine, sitting on the deck of Ellie’s condo. “If he’s building a deck, then I’m sure he can build a patio.”

“The offer came out of my mouth before I had a chance to think about it.” Ellie took a long drink from her own glass. “You know me. I like to stay in practice.”

Beth laughed out loud. “Okay. If you want to call it ‘work’ practice.” She put up finger quotes. “Let’s face it, you like this guy.”

“I know nothing about him.”

“He’s good looking, with a great body. What more is there to know?” Beth shrugged. “He’s here alone, from what we can see. Check out his ring finger next Saturday.”

“I’m not looking for a guy.”

“Why not, Ellie?”

“It’s not the right time.

Beth squinted her eyes to her friend. “Define right time.”

“I don’t know.”

“Then go with the flow. He may not be the guy for you, but who’s to say? Maybe he becomes a friend.”

Ellie looked at Beth. “Right. How many male friends do you have?”

Beth hated the all-knowing look from Ellie. “One. Don’t judge me.”

“I’m not judging.”

“You make it seem like having an attraction to this guy is a bad thing.”

“It’s not a bad thing.” Ellie shook her head. “If I’m honest, I probably think more of him if he’s a do-it-yourself person.”

“A do-it-yourself guy is what attracts you? Oh, lord.”

“You know I hate sissy guys with soft hands.”

“We need guys who can pick us up and walk to the bedroom. Then have wild, monkey sex.”

Ellie grinned at her friend. Any sex was a distant memory. She hadn’t thought of Taylor like that before. Crap. Now his naked ass was on her mind.
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HE FOUND ELLIE MAYNARD an interesting woman. She obviously knew her business and she helped customers out as well. He didn’t come here for a relationship. The previous one was more than enough. Taylor swore off women for a while. Ellie could be useful in his home decorating projects. Telling his dick to calm down wasn’t working. She’d be here with the delivery soon.

Ellie pulled up in her own truck. The company truck with the patio stones delivered by a regular driver. A small forklift on the truck could maneuver into a customer’s backyard.

Ellie met Taylor in the driveway. “Hey, Taylor. Tell Josh where you want the stones and the rest. The forklift will bring it out.”

“Great. Thanks.”

Taylor wasn’t sure why he was surprised at how smoothly this delivery went. Maynard’s did this kind of thing all the time. No wonder they had an excellent reputation.

“Do you have a rake?” Ellie called out to Taylor after the driver left. “We’ll get more dirt patted down.”

She certainly knew what she was doing. Ellie leveled the dirt then helped him lay out the stone. She mixed the filler, and he spread it out, taking care to clean, and make sure the stones were level.

“What do you think?” Taylor asked over his shoulder. “One day to dry?”

“The weather’s good. One is good, but I’d wait two. Then you can finish the stairs.” Ellie looked at the deck. “The composite was a good idea.”

“I thought so.” Now, what to say. “I’m sorry, can I offer you something to drink?”

“Water is good.”

“I planned on steak and potatoes on the grill. Please join me.” He hoped she’d say yes.

“I should go.”

“There’s more than enough, and I owe you something for all your hard work.”

“I was happy to do it.” Ellie smiled at him. “I don’t go out on jobs as much as I used to.”

Taylor pointed to the picnic table. “Have a seat. I’ll get the stuff and be right back.”

Ellie got the grill started, then sat down at the table. The patio would have sun in the morning and shade later in the day. In her mind’s eye, she laid out the grill and furniture. Christ, like this was her house.

Taylor returned with a large basket. Ellie looked at him inquisitively.

“Easier to carry all the stuff at once.” He put the basket on the table and noticed the grill. “Thanks for getting the grill started.”

“No problem.”

Taylor pulled a tin foil package out of the basket. “I sliced potatoes with butter and onions. Is it okay?”

“Sounds great.”

He went to the grill and put in the tin foil package. “I’ll get those started and cook the steaks in a bit.”

Ellie stood and looked in the basket. He was well prepared. Tablecloth in the traditional red gingham style, plates, utensils, condiments, bottles of water, and a bottle of red wine with two flat-bottom glasses.

“I thought maybe a little red wine with dinner?” A question, not a statement.

“Sure. Why not?” Why was she saying yes to all this? It was just wine with steaks. This wasn’t a date. He could have a group of people here and would have done the same thing.

Ellie pulled out the tablecloth and handed Taylor the other side of it so they could lay it out over the table. As they moved down the table, Ellie noticed a limp in Taylor.

“Did we work too hard today?” she asked. “I see you’re limping a little.”

“Not only today. The leg could use some rest.” His knuckles came down on the lower part of his left thigh. A distinctive hollow sound came through.

The brows on Ellie furrowed with a look of confusion. “What the hell is that?”

“I thought you knew.”

“Knew what?” She was more confused.

“I have a prosthetic leg.” He looked at her apologetically. “You said this was a small town. The story isn’t out?”

“Other than knowing you were in the army with Henry and you’ll be teaching history? It’s all I got.”

He watched her shake her head and felt badly. He approached this wrong. His eyes grew soft when he looked at hers. 

“The reason for not being in the army any more is that part of my leg got blown off while I was in Afghanistan. I was still rehabbing when my re-up papers came due. I didn’t re-up.”

“If you hadn’t told me about the leg, I would not have known. I thought you had a limp.”

“I’m not trying to hide it.” He shrugged. “Eventually, it comes up in conversation.”

“So, you didn’t re-up. How did you end up teaching history here?”

“I already had my history degree. I got my masters while I was having to do my physical therapy.”

“I can tell you’re not originally from around here. How did you make the decision to teach history in a small New England town?” She was interested.

“From Henry. He knew I got my degree and said there might be an opening. I applied and got it.”

Ellie knew there was more. “What about your family?”

“My parents and siblings are fine.” Taylor understood what she wanted to ask, but didn’t out of courtesy. “My ex-wife couldn’t care less where I go. She started a new life. It was time for me to start a new one as well. So, here I am.”

“Ex-wife,” Ellie heard herself say.

“You can add ex-wife to the story, and my four-year-old son.”

“Your son is with his mother?”

“Yes. I see him once a month when I head down to Pennsylvania. That’s where I’m from. Once I’m settled, I hope to bring him here.” Taylor breathed out. Relieved he thought. Henry knew the story. “That’s me in a nutshell. An accurate story can go out on me now.”

“Taylor, your business is your business. I only inquired about the leg. You chose to tell me the rest.”

“I wanted to get it out of the way.”

“Why?” She wanted to know.

“Honestly, I don’t know. I’ll tell the kids about the leg the first day of school.”  He looked in the basket. “If we want to eat, I’ll put these steaks on the grill. How do you like yours?”

“Medium.”

Ellie set the rest of the table. She opened the wine and poured as Taylor arrived with the steak and potatoes.

“I don’t know if food smells better because you’re hungry or you’re hungry because the food smells good.” Taylor put the food down between them.

Ellie chuckled. “A combination of both, I think.”

“Let me know if the steak is the way you like it.” Taylor put the steak on her plate.

“I’m sure it’s fine. Sit, and we’ll eat.” Ellie noticed the uneasiness in Taylor. “It’s okay, you know.”

“What’s okay?”

“If you’re concerned about people knowing about your leg, I’m sure it will be fine. People around here are pretty accepting.”

“I like people to know before they meet me. ‘I got my leg blown off in Afghanistan’, is hardly a conversation starter.” He saw her nod, knowing what he meant. “But when do you tell people?”

“I see your dilemma. If you want me to tell people. I will.”

He cocked his head and met her smile. “Once school starts, I’d expect a lot more people will know.”

“Can I ask you another question?”

“Go ahead.”

“Why tell me about your ex and son?”

“Same thing. To get it out of the way.” One side of his mouth curled up. “Now you know all my secrets.”

Maybe not all, but Ellie learned a whole lot more than she expected today.
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IT WAS UP TO ELLIE and her siblings to pick up some of the day-time shifts once the part-time workers who were students went back to school. Some of the older workers retired, and new ones were not yet hired. Trying to cover all the shifts she could, attend meetings and see the vendors, made for a long day. She didn’t plan to work on Saturday, but a demonstration of small chain saws was requested. It was log cutting time before the weather got cold.

It was a few weeks since she helped Taylor with his patio. Ellie knew his house was painted. Henry and some of Taylor’s friends had a house painting party. Henry got the paint, and the beer, she guessed. 

When school started, the students who were part timers all spoke glowingly about the new history teacher. As he told her, he showed the kids the leg the first day. They said he wore those snap-up-the side sweatpants, like the basketball players wore. He unsnapped and showed the leg. The students got to ask questions, which he mostly answered. Then it was time for class. Leg questions done.

She walked toward Taylor in the paint department, when she caught sight of the little boy. They were looking at paint samples. His son, she surmised.

“Hi, Taylor.” She walked up behind him.

“Hey, Ellie.” He reached for his son. “Jacob, come here please.”

“Yes, Daddy.” The little boy jumped off the stool he’d been given to sit on. Taylor picked him up in his arms.

“This is Ms. Maynard. Her family owns this place.” Taylor looked from Jacob to Ellie. “This is my son, Jacob.”

His son was the spitting image of his father. “Very nice to meet you, Jacob.”

Jacob’s eyes grew wide. “You own this place, Ms. Maynard? That’s cool.”

“Thanks.” She nodded to him. “It is cool.”

Taylor put his son down. “Why don’t you go back to picking colors?” Jacob ran back to his stool.

“He’s sweet,” Ellie said quietly to Taylor.

“He’s a good boy. I’m letting him pick out colors for his room.”

“What color is he leaning toward?”

“Well,” Taylor began, “he can’t figure out why there’s no color called plaid.”

Ellie laughed. “Funny. Not one I’ve heard before.”

“Try telling a four-year-old there is no plaid.”

She stopped to think. “You can create your own.”

“What?”

“Buy a few colors and create your own. Do you have a color scheme in mind?”

Taylor pulled out the green and blue tartan cloth. “This.” He handed her the cloth.

“Compromise and do one wall. Maybe behind the headboard?” She pictured it. “Use blue on the four walls first. Let it dry, then tape out the green. Let that dry, then tape out the red, yellow, and whatever other colors. It might be few days as you’re layering, basically.”

Taylor’s eyes opened wide. “I had no idea.”

“I’ve done stripes before. It’s adding more stripes.”

“Simple, now you’ve explained it. Thank you, Ellie.”

“Do you have the room measurements? I’ll figure out the amount of gallons you’ll need.”

Damn, the woman was impressive. With the room measurements, he then outlined the room with the windows and doors. Ellie got colored pencils and drew the plaid on a piece of paper. Jacob was enthralled, and so was Taylor. Ellie instructed him on how to tape off the next colors. Problem solved.

Ellie walked out to the car with Taylor and Jacob, as the stock people brought out the paint supplies. “If you get stuck on how to do some of the taping, give us a call. There is always someone in paint who can help you.”

“Thanks.” He looked down at Jacob. “Say thank you to Ms. Maynard for figuring out how to make the plaid you wanted.”

“Thank you, Ms. Maynard,” Jacob parroted. 

“Jacob, get in your seat and buckle in. I’ll be there in a minute,” Taylor instructed. He turned back to Ellie. “I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me. It is my job.”

“Still. Can I take you out to dinner next Saturday? It’s the least I can do.”

“I know the restaurants around here better than you. How about I pick you up at six?”

She didn’t say no to going to dinner with him, and she was picking him up. This was different. “Sounds like a plan.”

Ellie knew she put him off his game. “I’ll see you next week.”

She waved as Taylor and Jacob drove away.
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ELLIE WANTED TO KNOW what made Taylor a good teacher. History wasn’t one of those topics the kids liked in school. She made an inquiry to one of the Maynard workers.

Showing his leg to the students made him interesting. A real life war hero to the students. All the desks were in a circle so everybody could see everyone else. When they would have discussions, the circle was cooler than having to crane your neck around. His syllabus was in fifty-year increments. He was going to talk about everything going on during the time period. Not just the regular, boring history stuff. 

She fixed her lipstick in the mirror before going out to pick up Taylor. Ellie wouldn’t have minded learning history from someone like Taylor. She may have gotten a B instead of a C.

A good many of the area farmers were creating their own restaurants with their own meats and vegetables. The meal was fresh, vegetables in season, and it was casual. Ellie decided on black pants, ballet flats, and a pale blue peasant blouse. It was better than the jeans and t-shirt Taylor usually saw her in. What would he think when he saw her hair down and not pulled back in a ponytail? She’d know soon. It was 5:50 p.m. when Ellie pulled up to Taylor’s house.

Taylor watched her coming up the walk. She never got to ring the doorbell.

“Wow. You are so pretty.” Taylor’s eyes did the quick perusal when he opened the door.

“Thanks.”

“Not that you weren’t pretty before.” His speech was flustered. “I’m sorry, I’m saying this all wrong. You are very beautiful.”

“Well, thank you.” He looked good too. Tan khakis and a black polo. The clothes seriously accentuated his muscular form. “Do I get to come in?”

“Yes. Of course. My manners.” Taylor directed her to sit on the couch. “I need to make a quick call to Jacob, then we can go.”

“Sure.” 

Ellie looked around. The furniture was new, nothing hung on the walls. She did remember him saying he’d be working on the inside once the weather cooled. A frame with Jacob’s pictures sat on the end table. One of those frames that took the child from birth to five years old. Only the five-year-old picture was missing.

Taylor walked back into the room. “All set.”

Ellie looked at him, to the pictures, then back to Taylor. “He looks like you.”

“He does. If you compare my baby pictures to his, they’re pretty similar.”

“You’ll have to show me someday.” She grinned. “Ready to go?”

“Where are we going?”

“To Wendell’s Farm.”

“I’ve been hearing about the place.”

“I’ve been once or twice with friends. I liked it,” Ellie watched Taylor walk to the driver’s side of her truck. “Do you have keys?”

“What?” Taylor looked at Ellie’s truck. “Sorry. I’m used to driving.”

He wanted to think he was a modern man, and basically he was. As he asked her out, he would have preferred driving. Since he didn’t know much in the area, it only made sense for Ellie to drive. He hated thinking chivalry was dead.

The restaurant was in a renovated barn. Glass doors where the barn door would be and windows on the side.

“Beautiful renovation work,” Ellie commented as they got out of the truck.

“I was thinking the same thing.”

They entered the restaurant. Ellie loved watching Taylor’s reaction to the building. He was wide-eyed, like a child on Christmas morning.

“You like?” Ellie asked.

“Yes.” He looked back at her. “The light, the high ceilings, the door. All great. In my next life, I want to renovate an old building.”

“You can’t do it now?”

“It takes money and time. I don’t have either of those these days.”

“Hi, Ellie,” the hostess interrupted. “Your table is ready.”

“Thanks, Jen.”

Taylor was a gentleman through and through. He pulled out her chair and made sure she was seated comfortably before sitting himself.

He perused the menu. “Is there something you especially like on this menu?” Taylor was looking for ideas. He liked everything.

Ellie looked up and down the menu. “Usually I pick what happens to catch my eye.”

“So basically, eenie, meenie, miney, moe.”

“Basically.”

He laughed with her. “That’s one way to do things.”

“How do you choose?”

“I usually like a good cut of meat, so it’s the first thing I look at. Then I see what my dinner partner is having. If I like what they’re ordering, I’ll order the same thing.” Taylor leaned back. “If I’m eating with someone who’s willing to share, then I’ll get something different. We can both sample the other’s dinner.”

“I’m up for sampling.”

Damn if her eyes didn’t smile as brightly as she did. “I was thinking the filet mignon, fingerling potatoes, and corn.”

“Good choice. The filet here is excellent. I’ll have the pork tenderloin with balsamic reduction, rice with spinach and the carrots.”

“Dinner is decided. Shall we order a bottle of wine?”

Taylor ordered the wine and on Ellie’s recommendation. They sat back to talk.

“Thanks for recommending this place, Ellie. I would never have tried this on my own.”

“You’re welcome. Why wouldn’t you have tried this place?”

He stopped to think. “Good question. I’m fine by myself, but not comfortable eating alone in a nice restaurant. I don’t care about being alone in a fast food restaurant.”

“There are times I travel a lot for business. I like to explore and try the local restaurants. It’s either eat alone or room service.”

“You’re very open and personable. I’m sure you meet interesting people when you travel.”

“Usually, really interesting people are eating at the restaurant bar. If not, you can chat with the bartender.”

“True.” The wine arrived. Taylor poured them each a glass. “Shall we toast?”

Ellie looked at him directly and raised her glass. “To new friendships.”

“Friendships,” he repeated. Shit. Was that all she wanted, or was Ellie playing it cool? He already liked her, and he definitely wanted to know more.
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“DO YOU WANT TO COME in for coffee?” Taylor asked.

Ellie had driven Taylor home. They were too full at the restaurant for dessert and settled for an after dinner drink. 

“Decaf, if you have it,” she replied.

“I do.” They got out of Ellie’s truck and walked into Taylor’s house. “I’d like to show you the paint job Jacob’s room. I think it came out good.”

She followed him down the hall. This was a nice house. Taylor turned on the light. “Wow. The wall came out better than I pictured.”

“You’re the one who gave me the ideas on how. The instructions were perfect.”

“I’ve done stripes before, but never plaid. It made sense it should work the same. The colors are fantastic.” She continued looking around the room.

“I think Jacob will like it. I have two weeks to put together his bed and get rid of the paint smell.”

“There is always that.” Ellie pulled out her phone. “Do you mind if I take a picture of the wall? I’m not sure I’ll have a request like this again, but at least I know the idea works.”

“Go ahead. Like I said, it was your idea and instructions.”

Ellie followed him to the kitchen. “I love one-cup coffee makers.”

“Me too. You get what you want. I don’t drink decaf, but I have friends who do.”

“Add me to the list.”

Friends again. A kiss goodnight might not be the way to go. “Cream and sugar?”

“Just cream, please.”

“Have a seat.”

The kitchen was a decent enough size. A small table with four chairs fit comfortably in the corner of the room. Taylor brought the coffees and cream to the table.

“I’m sorry I don’t have dessert. I might have some Oreos.”

“With everything I ate for dinner, I’m sure I do not need dessert.”

“You’re in great shape. From what I’ve see you do at the store, I’m not surprised.” Should he have said that?

“Thanks. I do get a workout some days at work. I might make the gym twice a week if I’m lucky.” He was in great shape, too. “What about you?”

“I used to run, but not anything I can do anymore.” 

“Aren’t there prosthetics you can run with?” Ellie had done her homework.

“I’ve looked at those. I’ll need to save for it, as insurance will only pay part of it.”

“The local gym is pretty good. Come with me on a guest pass. See if you like it.”

“Sounds great. I haven’t had the time to look into anything yet.”

Ellie finished her coffee. “I should go. Family dinner tomorrow, and I’m bringing the vegetables.”

“I’d like to take you out again. If you’re agreeable,” he added.

“Sure, but I have rules.”

Taylor was sure she was smirking. He raised his eyebrows in question. “Rules?”

“No kissing until the third date.”

“Tonight was date one?” Taylor wanted to make sure all his ducks were in a row. 

“Yes.”

He answered her smirk and asked another question. “Okay. Why not until the third date?”

“I like to get to know someone. Plus I have kissing rules.”

“Kissing rules?”

“If we go on a third date,” she cocked her head to the side, “you’ll learn some.”

She was funny and quirky, and she was interesting. Add smart with a kick ass body, and Taylor was totally smitten with her.

“As a teacher, I’m all about learning.”

“It’s what I like to hear.”

Their broad grins matched.

“While it’s still good weather, do you want to go on a day hike on the mountain?” He saw the concerned look. “I’ve hiked before with the leg. It will be fine.”

“You know best.” 

They walked to the door. 

“I’ll bring some maps, and we can decide on a best route together.”

“Sounds great, Taylor. I’ll put together something for lunch. Good night.”

“Good night, Ellie.” He watched her walk to her truck with a smile plastered on his face.

*****
[image: image]


THE REST OF THE WEEK for Taylor was busy. He built Jacob’s bed and made sure the windows were opened to rid the room of paint fumes. His students took their first test, and everyone passed. Now he knew who the borderline students might be.

Taylor looked forward to a hike with Ellie. He knew his leg would be okay. She talked about working out, and he was nostalgic for running. Running was his way to decompress. He hoped his medical plan or the V.A. would help defray the cost of a new leg to fit his active lifestyle.

His daypack included a medic bag, extra socks, t-shirts, and shorts. She was packing lunch, so he’d carry water, Gatorade, and protein snacks.

Ellie emailed him various maps. The hike to the summit wasn’t difficult, but it had been some time since he’d hiked any length of time. Soon enough he’d find out how out of shape he was.

They agreed he would pick her up at her condo. Taylor didn’t get to see inside, but it looked like a large condo for one person. He realized he had never asked her. It hadn’t come up. Taylor didn’t think there was a boyfriend, or Ellie wouldn’t be going out with him. She could have a few roommates or have siblings living with her. Today he’d learn more about Ellie Maynard.

“Hey, there,” Ellie began when she got into the car. “It’s a great day for a hike.”

“The weather should be good all day. I’m looking forward to it.” He looked toward her condo. “Nice place. Looks big.”

“It is. My brother bought the land and built the condo. He and his wife live on the other side of me. A lot of people like to live in the country and commute to Boston.”

“Must be an interesting ride for them in the morning.”

“A lot of people work from home, so they have a home office. They commute once a week or once every two weeks. They only put up with the bullshit commute a couple of times a month.”

“Then it’s ideal.”

“Yeah.” Ellie reached in her shirt pocket. “I brought a digital camera. Should be some good color.”

“My phone has a decent camera. Thought I’d use that.”

*****
[image: image]


THEY ARRIVED AT THE parking area near the beginning of the trail. It was still early in the morning and not a lot of people around.

“Selfie?” Ellie asked, pulling out the camera. “I like to take pictures at the beginning and end of a trip.”  

Taylor pulled out his phone. “Okay, but me too. This should be an interesting hike.”

“Great sights to see, and like I said, the colors should be prime.”

“By the way, is this date two?”

“It is.”

“Good.”

That was all he needed to know.

It was a great trek up the mountain. The paths were clearly marked. Small streams and waterfalls were constant. They even got sight of some deer. The deer easily spooked when they heard voices from some of the other hikers.

Ellie told stories about hiking the various mountain trails with her family and with her school. She told a story about how one of the students was stung by a wasp and no one knew for sure if he was allergic. As the student didn’t choke to death, they concluded he was not allergic. Every trip after the incident, one of the teachers always carried an epi-pen.

Taylor needed a few breaks to rest as they began to climb. His legs finally got the rhythm of the hike. Ellie wasn’t shy about asking for a bathroom break, which told him a lot about her. She found a bush to hide behind and did her business. Christ, most women he knew would have travelled far enough to make sure he didn’t hear them pee. It wasn’t the kind of thing Ellie bothered about. So many layers to this woman, slowly peeling back. Taylor enjoyed every one of them.

It was about eleven when they reached the summit. The sun was high and the sky a clear, light blue. Taylor wasn’t sure how far they could see, but the trees, rocks, and mountains, all made him think. He listened to the sounds of trees rustling in the wind. The woodpecker and other birds calling to one another. With eyes closed as he listened, he heard a stream and a waterfall. Was this what it was like to be God as he surveyed the surroundings? Made him wonder why God added people. A sense of serenity enveloped him.

“Your face has grown peaceful.” Ellie broke the silence with her soft voice.

He opened his eyes to look at her. “It is very serene.”

“Like God could be everywhere,” she said and looked around.

“Yes.”

“Are you religious, Taylor?”

“Not especially, but I do think there is a power greater than ourselves. I don’t label it.”

Ellie sat down on a rock and rummaged in her bag. “Ready to eat?”

“Yeah. Breakfast and the granola bar seemed so long ago.” He sat next to her. “What
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