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Back of the Book

 


Continue the journey with Whit and Eli in
this final installment of the Cast Iron Farm series. The brilliance
of their twins, Mack and Zack, rapidly develops, challenging Whit
and Eli to keep up with their education. Their sensitivity to
others and kindness are far beyond their youth and a testament to
the family’s efforts to help them grow into young adults. In
addition to more adventures, a budding romance, and wedding bells
ring for the Fortner family once more as a new generation begins
life on Cast Iron Farm.
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“Da, Da, look at what I caught,” Zack said as
he rushed to Eli.

“All by yourself?” she asked. She noticed
Zack was soaked from head to toe.

“Yes, Da. Just ask Mitch.”

Mitch grinned. “All by himself, even going in
after it when he thought the fish was getting away.”

“Maybe you should teach him how to land a
fish so he doesn’t get soaked every time.”

“We will work on that next. But Zack did
catch him all on his own.”

“Good job, Son. Will you and Mitch have
enough for us to cook for supper?”

“Yes, Da. I think we will.”

“I’ll set up the cooker and whip up some
hushpuppy mix,” Eli told them. “Enough for your parents to join
us?”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Mitch
answered.

“Are you cold?”

“No, Da. The water felt good.”

“Listen to Mitch. He’ll show you how to pull
the fish on land so you don’t have to get wet every time.” She
looked at Mitch. “If he starts turning blue, send him in the house
to change.”

“Would it be okay if Zack and I go to town
soon and buy him some waders?”

“I think that’s an excellent idea.” Eli
turned toward Zack. “What is your sister doing?”

“Icing a cake that she and Mommy made for
supper,” he answered.

Eli smiled at her son. Twelve years had gone
by so fast, and she was amazed by how both twins had grown. They
were both excellent students, and she was pleased they were
experiencing all aspects of life, like baking and fishing.

“That sounds yummy.” Eli stood and hugged
him. “Go catch us a bunch more, and I’ll call Uncle Mark and Aunt
Laura about supper.” Zack turned to follow Mitch. “Wait. I need a
picture of your first catch.” She lifted her phone and snapped a
photo.

“Will you get one with Mitch and me, Da?”

Eli nodded. “Kneel down next to him, please,
Mitch.” Eli took a photo of the two smiling boys. “Now, get back to
fishing.” She grinned.

“Yes, Da,” Zack said, and returned to the
creek.

“Thanks, Mitch.”

“For what? You know I’m having as much fun as
he is. We’ll catch up a mess, and he can help me clean them.”

 


†

 


Eli walked inside to find Mack and Whit in
the kitchen. Mack sat at the table frosting a cake. Eli eyed the
can of frosting.

“Don’t even think about it, Eli Fortner,”
Whit warned.

Mack and Eli looked at Whit. “What,
Mommy?”

“Da was about to steal a taste of your
frosting,” Whit replied.

“And ruin my pretty cake? I don’t think so,
Da.”

Eli held up one finger. “Just one little
swipe?”

“No, Da. If there’s any left in the
container, you can have some, but not until I finish.”

Eli frowned. “That doesn’t taste as
good.”

“You are so silly, Da.” Mack smiled.

“I can’t wait to try your cake. Do you want
to see what your brother is doing?” Eli said and pulled out her
phone. She showed them the photos of Zack with his first fish.

“How come he’s wet?” Whit asked.

“He hadn’t learned how to land a fish and
took off after it when he thought it might get away.”

“Good grief.”

“He’s okay. He’s having a blast learning to
fish with Mitch. Mitch wants to take him to town for some
waders.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Whit answered.

“Do you have plans for supper other than that
beautiful cake? Our son wants a fish fry.”

Eli pulled open the pantry to start pulling
out ingredients for hushpuppies.

“I hadn’t really decided.”

“Will you toss a salad and make some baked
beans? I’m going to invite Mark and Laura to join us.”

“I think we can handle that.”

“I’ll mix some hushpuppies and get the cooker
set up. It will be a while before the guys have enough fish for
supper.”

“Could I entice you with tomato sandwiches
for lunch?”

“With potato chips?” Eli asked.

“I believe we can fill that order,” Whit
said. She kissed Eli on the way to the refrigerator.

“I’ll help you make sandwiches, Mommy,” Mack
told Whit.

“We have to find a safe spot for that cake
first,” Whit teased her.

“Please tell me that’s a yellow cake with
chocolate frosting.”

Mack smiled. “Your favorite, Da.”

“Her first one all on her own,” Whit
praised.

“Two firsts today. May I have a photo of you
with that delicious-looking cake?”

“Yes, Da, but no tasting. There’s a bit of
frosting left,” Mack said. She brought her a spoonful. “Do you want
some, Mommy?”

“No, honey. You two knock it out. Maybe it
will satisfy Da’s sweet tooth for a while.”

Eli looked at Mack, and they chuckled.

“Did I miss something?”

“No, Mommy. Da and I talked about your
addiction to cinnamon rolls when you were pregnant. She said it was
lucky one of us wasn’t named Cinnamon.”

Whit cocked an eye at Eli.

“I might have mentioned something like
that.”

“First off, it wasn’t an addiction. It was a
craving that pregnant mothers experience. It could have been
something really odd, like sardines and ice cream,” she answered
after a pause.

“Darling, I love you, but I might have had to
draw a line there,” Eli said.

“No way, Da. You would have bought her
anything she wanted.”

“She’s got you pegged,” Whit told Eli.

“Yeah, she’s got me there.” Eli nodded. “I
love your Mommy so much I would have climbed to the moon for a
chunk of cheese if she wanted one.”

“There’s no cheese on the moon.” Mack
laughed.

“It’s getting cheesy in there,” Zack said
with a laugh. He had come in for drinks for him and Mitch and
caught the tail end of the conversation.

“You, fish,” Eli said. “We are having a
girls’ moment.”

“Yes, Da.”

 


†

 


Eli mixed up the hushpuppies and placed the
bowl in the fridge. “I’ll set the cooker up and watch the boys fish
until lunch is ready.” She kissed Mack and Whit on the cheeks and
left the house. Cruz trotted along beside her. Her once shiny blue
coat was peppered with gray, and she didn’t play as long or hard as
she used to. Molly had gotten a respiratory infection a few years
ago, and even Doc Loren’s best medicine couldn’t save her. Cruz was
as faithful as ever and followed Eli wherever she went. Tears came
to Eli’s eyes when she thought about the day Cruz would no longer
be with her as they walked across the yard.

“Da, are you all right?” Zack asked.

“Yes, son, just having a sad moment,” Eli
responded.

“Do you need me?”

“No. It will pass, but thank you.”

“Love you, Da.”

“I love you, too. I’ll come over soon to
watch you fish.”

 


†

 


Mark was coming down the path when Eli
finished setting up the cooker. “I hear we are having a fish fry
for supper.”

“Yes, we are if the boys catch enough.”

“Is that ever in question with Mitch around?”
Mark asked.

“No, he’s never failed us, and he’s teaching
Zack to fish. He landed, or should I say, caught his first fish a
while ago.” She pulled out her phone to show Mark the photo.

“Went for a swim, did he?” Mark chuckled when
he saw a soaked Zack.

“Yeah, Mitch forgot to teach how to land a
fish, and he was worried it would get away.”

“I’m going over to watch them for a bit if
you want to join me?”

“I thought I’d come to help clean the fish.
Laura has gone to town for a few groceries and items to make her
banana pudding.”

“Mack made her first cake for supper tonight,
but we can never have too many desserts. She and Whit are making
tomato sandwiches for lunch if you’d care to join us.”

“I’m sure I could be convinced to eat one or
two,” Mark replied. “I need a break from the forge since my partner
has decided to fish.”

“He’s promised Zack they would fish today,”
Eli said.

“We all needed a break. The forge is doing
great, but I can’t keep up with all the orders I’m getting.”

“That’s a good problem to have, and your
customers will wait as long as it takes to get your knives.”

“That’s a blessing, at least.”

“I’m very glad the forge is doing so well and
you are happy.”

“I’ve no one to complain about if the work
doesn’t get done, but I’m motivated to keep the business
going.”

“Do you think Mitch will take over the
business one day?”

“I think he’ll keep working at the John Deere
dealership a few days a week to keep a steady income, but I hope
one day, he will take over full time, and I can be his gopher.”

“Mitch loves it almost as much as you
do.”

“Yeah, he does, and he’s gotten excellent in
the forge.”

Eli finished adding the oil and covered the
cooker. “What have you heard from Brad lately?”

“Well, he hasn’t landed in the brig anywhere
yet. I think joining the Rangers was precisely what he needed. He
grew up quick after running a few extra hours.” Mark chuckled.

“Does it worry you with him being in the
military in this day and age?”

Mark shrugged. “I worry about both of them,
but they are doing something they love and are good at.” He
chuckled. “Brad was always a bit of a firebug growing up, and he
loved camo gear. Demolitions and making things go boom is right up
his alley.”

“Do you have any idea where he is right
now?”

“Either the Middle East or South America,”
Mark said. “That’s as much information as I can get out of him when
he calls.”

“Is he coming home on leave anytime
soon?”

“I think he’s got a week off in July. He will
be home for a weekend in May when Hayden graduates from
Western.”

“I can’t get over how fast kids grow. I
remember when Mitch and Brad both had braces and were awkward
teens.”

“Just don’t blink. The twins will be grown
before we know it.”

Eli ran a hand through her hair. “Don’t I
know it? They have almost finished their high school curriculum and
will be taking some college courses online after next school
year.”

“They are only twelve,” Mark declared.

“Their test scores are off the charts. Even
Whit is impressed by how quickly they learn.”

Laughter from Mitch and Zack grabbed their
attention. “He is so good with the twins. He’ll make a fine dad one
day.”

“He loves those two like they were his,” Mark
admitted. “I think he’s saving everything he can to buy a ring to
propose to Jessie. She finishes her Master’s degree this year. I’m
hoping she will go for her Doctorate next. He also wants to ask you
about them building a house on the property and keeping the tiny
home as a playhouse.”

“That would be awesome. Of course, he can.
I’d love it if both boys decided to call this home.” Eli smiled at
her brother. “You know, my investments have done well. What would
you think about Whit and me building a house for him as a wedding
gift?”

Mark shook his head. “He needs to learn to
save up for things he wants. I don’t have a problem with your
generous gift, but he needs to save at least ten thousand for a
down payment. You can gift it back to him if you choose, but he
needs to understand how hard he must work to make his dreams come
true.”

Eli nodded. “One day at a time. Let’s go see
how the fishermen are coming along.”

Eli and Mark walked to the firepit and sat
beside the creek to watch the boys fish.

“Zack is catching on fast,” Mark said when he
hooked another fish. He chuckled when Zack reeled the fish to the
bank. “He’s learned to land them, too.”

 


†

 


Eli smiled when she saw Whit approach. “Will
you tear your son and nephew from the creek to come and eat?”

“Yes, we will. We’ll bring the boys inside in
a few. Just one more fish each.” Eli grinned.

“Is Laura joining us?” Whit asked.

Mark shook his head. “She ran into town for a
few groceries and fixings for her banana pudding to complement
Mack’s cake.

“She’s very proud of herself,” Whit said.

“As she should be,” Eli said. “I still can’t
ice a cake.”

Whit chuckled. “Because you eat more of the
frosting than you put on the cake,” she teased.

“Got him,” Zack called out.

“Okay, we’ll go collect them,” Mark said.
“They can finish after lunch if we need more fish.”

Eli and Mark walked over to the boys to look
inside their buckets. “You two have been busy.” Mark smiled at the
boys.

Mitch nodded and smiled at Eli. “Would it be
okay if I invited Miss Flora to join us? We don’t see her much
since Mr. Henry passed.”

Eli smiled at him. “That would be nice.
You’ll need to go get her and take her home.”

“Jessie has already offered to play taxi,”
Mitch replied.

“Call her, but come eat some lunch after you
wash up. You can add to those buckets after you eat. I have a
feeling we’ll need a few more fish.”

“Thanks, Da. I’m having so much fun with
Mitch.”

“I told you I could teach you to fish.” Mitch
placed his rod next to his bucket, and Zack followed his lead.
“What’s for lunch anyhow?”

“Fresh tomato sandwiches and chips,” Eli
answered. “We’re going light to save room for a big supper. Mack
made her first cake, and your mom is bringing banana pudding.”

“Oh, heck yeah,” Mitch said.

“Y’all go wash up in the laundry room. You’re
too fishy to come into the house.”

“Yes, Da,” Zack said and punched Mitch. “Race
ya.” He took off across the yard.

“See you in a bit,” Mitch said. “I’m coming
after you. Better run quick.”

Cruz was stretched out on the porch. She sat
up and barked at the commotion.

“It’s okay, baby girl. Just the boys
playing,” Eli told her.

“She misses Molly, doesn’t she?” Mark
asked.

“Yeah, she’s slowing down, and it breaks my
heart to think of a time without her.”

“You’ve got time with her still. She’s just
not the frisbee-catching crazy pup she once was. She’s still got a
lot of love for you.”

“Cruz is a great friend. Always has
been.”

Zack rushed out and hugged Eli. “Love you,
Da.”

“I love you too, son. Where’s Mitch?”

“Being a slow poke,” Zack answered. He leaned
down to hug Cruz’s neck. “I love you, too, Cruz.”

Cruz licked his face causing Zack to laugh.
When Mitch arrived, they walked into the house.

 


†

 


“Would you look at how pretty that is,” Mitch
said. “I can hardly wait to taste it.”

Eli loved the smile on Mack’s face. “Me too.
Is it suppertime?”

“No, Da.” Mack smiled.

“I’m going to invite Miss Flora if that’s
okay with you,” Mitch told Whit.

“That would be great. We haven’t seen much of
her lately.”

“I’m going to step outside and call her so
she doesn’t make plans for supper. Jessie will pick her up and take
her home.”

Whit waited until he walked outside. “That
was sweet of him to think of Miss Flora.”

“It was. All Mitch’s idea, too. I think he
misses Mr. Henry, and she’s a great reminder for him.”

“He will be smiling down at us. Are they
getting close to having enough fish?” Whit asked.

“Close, but I’m sure they want to fish a
couple more hours. Zack is doing well. Keeping in stride with Mitch
fish for fish.”

Mitch walked back in, grinning. “Set another
plate.”

“Good job, Son.”

“Mitchy, can you teach me to fish?” Mack
asked.

“Mitchy?” Mark said.

“She’s the only one that can call me that,”
Mitch replied.

Mack cocked her head at Mark. “He’s my cousin
Mitchy, Uncle Mark.”

“I think it’s cute,” Whit replied.

“Thanks, Love Muffin.” Mitch chuckled.

“That’s what you called Mommy when you first
met, right?” Zack said.

“It is, and it still fits her perfectly,”
Mitch said, kissing Whit’s cheek after she handed him a plate of
sandwiches. “I would love to teach you to fish, Mack. You can’t
outfish me yet, though.” He winked.

“You’ve got a head start on me, Mitchy,” Mack
quickly reminded him.

“Probably a good thing as fast as you two
learn.” He smiled as he sat beside Mack. “Will that get me a taste
of your cake faster?”

“Nope. Da gets the first piece since it’s her
favorite,” Mack teased and bit into a chip.

“What if it’s my favorite, too?”

“I’m baking you brownies tomorrow, Mitchy.
Those are your favorite.”

Mitch looked at Whit. “Thank you for the next
generation of brownie bakers.” He smiled at Mack. “You can practice
on me any time you want.”

“Deal,” Mack said and raised her cup to
his.

 


†

 


“Y’all get back to fishing, and we’ll clean
up and come watch you fish,” Eli told them. “My rod is hanging up
at the end of the porch.”

“Oh no,” Mitch cried, lifting his hand to his
forehead.

“What, Mitchy?” Mack asked.

“Your da is letting you use her magic stick
to fish with. Zack, we’re doomed, I tell ya.” Mitch laughed.

“Magic?” Mack asked.

“I used to outfish your cousins Mitchy and
Brad with that rod. You will be lucky with her,” Eli promised. “I
can feel it.”

“Let’s go.” Mack reached for Mitch’s
hand.

Mark watched them leave. “I’ll clean up here.
Go watch your children fish, and I’ll join you soon.”

Eli reached for Whit’s hand. “I think I hear
our loungers calling us.”

“Thanks, Mark.”

“Thanks for making us a good lunch,
Whit.”

 


†

 


Eli stretched out beside Whit as they watched
the twins and Mitch fish. Mitch was patient with Mack, who hung on
every word he spoke. It was apparent how much she wanted to learn
to fish, and she squealed loudly when she hooked her first.

“She obviously learned from Zack’s first
attempt,” Whit said as they watched Mack reel the fish onto dry
land.

“We may be buying two sets of waders,” Eli
said as she smiled at the kids.

Mitch helped her take the large fish off the
hook, and she ran over to show them her catch. “I believe it’s even
bigger than Zack’s,” Eli whispered.

“It doesn’t matter, Da. We both have caught
fish, and it’s fun,” she answered.

“You have the magic stick,” Eli reminded her.
“Treat her well.”

“Yes, Da.” Mack took her fish and dropped it
into a bucket.

“Wait, I need a picture of your first fish,”
Eli said and snapped a few photos.

When Mack returned to the creek, Eli looked
at Whit. “Mark thinks Mitch is getting ready to pop the question to
Jessie. He’s been saving everything he can to buy a ring. Mark says
he’ll ask us about him building a house on his spot and keeping the
tiny home for a playhouse. I’d like to offer a new home to them as
a wedding present.”

“It would make a perfect wedding present for
them. We’d love to have both boys and their families join us here.”
Whit reached over to cover Eli’s hand. “What do you think?”

“My investments have done well, but Mark
wants Mitch to use ten thousand as a down payment to teach him the
value of working hard to reach your dreams. We could always return
it to them for furnishings or other household goods.”

“I like that,” Whit said. “Maybe Brad will
settle down one day soon, too.”

“Don’t count on that. I think Brad may make a
career in the military. So that’s another eighteen years or
so.”

“You never know when he might get a better
offer.” Whit chuckled.

“That’s true.”

Mark walked over and sat beside them. “How
are they doing?”

Whit pointed to the creek. “See for
yourself?” Whit said as all three hauled in fish.

“Mack caught on quick,” Mark stated.

“She’s a quick learner and didn’t make the
mistake her brother did. She landed her first catch perfectly.” Eli
smiled. “Mitch has been patient with both of them.”

“You know he loves those kids and fishing, so
what do you expect?” Mark teased.

“Let’s give them another hour to fish, and we
can start cooking.”

“I’ve got the beans ready to go into the
oven,” Whit said. “I can be your gopher if needed,” she
volunteered.

“You could set up my cooking pans and
supplies for me. Mack can go back and forth for us while the boys
clean the catch. She can help keep everyone in drinks.”

“Fish scraps in the garden?” Mark asked.

“Yes, unless you need some.”

“I think I will have Mitch take a couple of
buckets to help enrich the soil.”

“He and Zack can take them all to your plot
in a Gator and scatter them while we cook.”

 


†

 


Miss Flora was a bit teary-eyed when she
arrived with Jessie. She and Mr. Henry had shared so many good
memories on the mountain. “Let me know more in advance, and I’ll
whip something up to bring,” she told Whit.

“This was kind of thrown together at the last
moment, but I don’t think anyone will go hungry.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Why don’t you and Jessie set the tables for
us. It’s such a beautiful day. It would be a shame to eat inside,”
Whit told them.

“It shouldn’t be long before it’s time to
eat, based on the heaping pans Eli and Mark are filling,” Laura
said. “We can start carrying out the other dishes.”

 


†

 


“That was a lovely meal, and thank you for
sharing your first fish with me,” Flora told the twins.

“I believe we’ve found our next generation of
fishermen,” Mitch added.

“Fisherwomen, too, Mitchy,” Mack corrected
him.

“I stand corrected. Fisherwomen, too,” Mitch
answered.

“You two keep fishing. I’d love to have a few
of your beautiful filets for my freezer.”

“We will, Miss Flora,” Zack said. “I think
we’ve both learned a lot from Mitch today.”

“Mitch is an excellent teacher. My husband
loved fishing with him and Brad.” Miss Flora smiled at Mitch.
“Together, they kept our freezer full of fish.”

“We will catch more for you this weekend, and
Mitchy can take us to deliver them,” Mack said.

“I sure would like that. I’ll send some
banana pudding back with y’all.”

“You, My Lady, have a deal,” Mitch said.
“We’ll see you Saturday afternoon. Do you have freezer bags?”

“I do. I just need some fish to fill
them.”

“How about we harvest some fresh vegetables
for you, too, Miss Flora?” Eli asked.

“We have plenty and can send at least a dozen
eggs your way. The hens are laying well,” Whit added.

“I’ll never pass on fresh vegetables and
eggs,” Miss Flora said.
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The following two days passed quickly, and
the twins were up early to fish. Mack paced the kitchen floor after
breakfast, eager to start fishing. “Do you think Mitchy
overslept?”

“That’s a possibility. Mitch and your Uncle
Mark have been working hard this week. Go get your buckets and gear
while I pour a cup of coffee, and I’ll come out to supervise,” Eli
said.

“Thanks, Da,” the twins answered, rushing out
the door.

“Those two are definitely hooked,” Eli said.
“Pun intended.”

“They could be doing worse things than
fishing,” Whit said. “I’m glad they found something besides
learning they really enjoy.”

“Once Mitch arrives, I will help you pick
some vegetables for Miss Flora. You can go ahead and package her
some eggs if you will.”

“No problem. Sandwiches okay for lunch?” Whit
asked.

“Perfect for me. I love how sweet the
tomatoes turned out this year.”

“They are exceptional. I’ll make extra if you
invite Mark and Laura.”

“I think it’s safe to assume they will say
yes,” Eli said. She kissed Whit on her way out the door. “Love
you.”

“Have fun with the twins. Love you, too.”

 


†

 


Cruz had followed the twins to the creek and
was stationed halfway between the kids. Eli sat on a bucket next to
Mack. “It’s a beautiful day for fishing.”

“Yes, it is, Da. Do you want to join us?”

“No. As soon as Mitch arrives, I will help
Mommy pick some vegetables for Miss Flora.”

“Do you need our help?”

“You are helping by catching a bunch of fish
for her.”

Mack smiled. “This is so much fun it doesn’t
seem like work.”

“Fishing is fun, and I think you and Zack
will both be good at it.”

“Could I help you sometime in the workshop,
too?” Mack asked. “I’d like to learn more about what you’re
doing.”

“I guess the best way to show you is to take
you to the forge so you can see what Mitch and Uncle Mark are
doing. They do all the hard work, and I have the finesse work
building their handles.”

“I’d love to see that.”

“Maybe later today when you return from Miss
Flora’s if Uncle Mark is still working. Which reminds me to invite
them to lunch.” Eli pulled out her phone. “Tomato sandwiches for
lunch?”

“Count us in. Just let me know what time.
Mitch will be on his way soon.”

“The twins are already fishing.”

“Not much excited, are they?”

“Couldn’t wait for Mitch, so I’m with them.
Mack was wearing out my kitchen floor pacing.”

“He just passed by, so he should arrive
soon.”

“I’m going to help Whit pick some veggies for
Miss Flora. Is there anything I need to pick for you?”

“We have a bunch of peas ready if you want to
add some to her stash.”

“Do you plan on working later today? The
twins would like to see what you and Mitch do in the forge and how
my handles fit into your projects.”

“That would be great. Y’all can come when the
kids get back from Miss Flora’s. I’ve got several blades in various
stages I can show them.”

“They will enjoy that. Mitch is here. Come
down around eleven for lunch.”

“See you then, Sis. Love ya.”

“Most,” Eli answered.
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“Sorry I’m late,” Mitch said. “We worked in
the forge until late last night.”

“You’re not late. It’s barely even eight, but
these two were ready to get fishing. You have some catching up to
do. I will help Whit get some veggies ready for you to take to Miss
Flora, and we have tomato sandwiches at eleven.”

“Sounds great.”

“Good morning, Mitchy,” Mack said.

“Good morning. I hear y’all have been fishing
up a storm.”

“I think we’ve each caught three,” Mack
replied.

“Make mine four,” Zack said as he reeled in
another fish.

“Take a quick break and help me carry the
cleaning table over here, please, Zack. Will you run inside and ask
Da for a pan and the fileting knife, Mack? I’ll start cleaning
while y’all continue to fish.”

“Sure, Mitchy.” Mack reeled in her line.

“No running with the filet knife, though,”
Mitch warned.

Mack grinned at him. “I know. Da has warned
me several times about sharp items.”

“She would know.” Mitch smiled back at
her.
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Mitch cleaned the fish while the kids
continued reeling them in. He called off the fishing when they had
an entire pan of filets.

“Aw, man,” Zack groaned.

“We can’t catch them all at once. These will
keep Miss Flora stocked for a while. Don’t worry, we will have
cookouts all through the summer, so you will have plenty of time to
fish.”

Mack stored their rods. “I’m going to check
on Da and Mommy.”

“They are already inside making sandwiches.
I’m sure you can help with those. Zack and I will dump the fish
scraps and bring the filets inside.”

“You’ve got one cut up into tiny bits,” Zack
said. “What’s that for?”

“For you to take into the barn for the cats.
They love fresh fish,” Mitch explained. “I’ll start carrying our
buckets, then we can rinse, put everything back, and take our prize
inside. Y’all did well this morning.”

“I love fishing,” Zack said as he picked up
the handfuls of fish to carry into the barn.

When Zack joined him in the garden, he looked
up at Mitch. “Why do we spread these in here?”

“The fish carcasses rot and turn into great
fertilizer to enrich the soil. They help all these vegetables
grow.” Mitch looked at Zack. “Do you feel adventurous?”

“I sure do,” he replied.

“If it’s okay with Da, maybe you and I can
raid the wild honey tree tomorrow, and they can hunt berries. I bet
there are some early blackberries ready to pick. Are you afraid of
getting stung?”

“Maybe just a bit, but I know you’ll keep me
safe.”

“I will do my best, but I can’t guarantee you
won’t get stung.”

“It won’t hurt long if I do,” Zack replied.
“It sounds like fun.”

“Very delicious fun,” Mitch said. “I’ll ask
Aunt Eli about it later.”

 


†

 


Eli helped Mitch place the filets in
three-gallon-sized bags to take to Miss Flora. “Y’all made quite a
good haul.”

“The twins caught them all while I cleaned.
We dumped the scraps in the garden, and Zack fed the cats a nice
diced filet.”

“Miss Flora will be tickled with all the
stuff you are taking. I still need to go up and pick some peas from
your garden.”

“Naw, Dad’s got Mom doing that. They will
bring them down at lunch. Speaking of which.” Mitch nodded out the
window to a Gator pulling up to the house. “Before I forget, would
it be okay for Zack and me to raid the honey tree tomorrow while
you and Mack hunt berries?”

“I’ll run that past Whit while you’re gone to
Miss Flora’s. I think it will be fine, but I need to discuss it
with her. Some fresh honey and blackberry jelly would be tasty on
some biscuits.”

“Yeah, ours is much better than what you buy
in the stores.”

“That’s very true.”

“Let’s get these in the cooler on ice and
wash up for lunch.”
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“Can we all go to the diner tonight?” Mitch
asked.

“After the twins visit the forge, we can get
cleaned up.” Mark looked at Eli. “Good with you?”

“I never pass on the diner. We don’t have any
plans for supper, do we, Whit?”

“We do now. I think we all need a break.”

“Can we have some coconut pie, Da?” Zack
asked.

“He is definitely your son,” Mark teased.

“Yes, we will have some pie.” She looked at
Mark. “Will you make some breakfast burritos in the morning?”

“I could be convinced. We have plenty of
eggs, that’s for sure.”

“Not at the butt crack of dawn, though,”
Mitch pleaded.

“Eightish okay with you, Mitch?” Eli
teased.

“That I can handle. Are y’all ready to go see
Miss Flora?”

“Hang on, and I’ll help you load,” Mark
offered.

“We’ve got this, Dad. I’ll grab the cooler,
and the twins can take the bags.”

“I’ll carry the eggs out, so hopefully, they
will arrive safely,” Whit teased.
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“Are you okay with Mitch and Zack raiding the
honey tree tomorrow while Whit, Mack, and I hunt berries?”

“That sounds delicious. Can Mitch run the
smoker so they don’t get stung?”

“Yes, he’s actually pretty good with it. I
may tag along just to supervise.”

“That makes me biscuit-hungry,” Mark
teased.

“As soon as the jelly gets made, we can have
a big breakfast one morning. Some country ham and the works.”

“Damn, I just ate a belly full of sandwiches,
but that’s making me hungry,” Mark groaned. “I guess I’d better get
back to work, so I can get my mind off food.”

“I’ll bring the twins up when they get
home.”

“Sounds good. I’ve got a lot to show them.”
Mark smiled.

“They are excited to see what y’all do. Mack
has even shown interest in helping me in the workshop, so don’t be
surprised if Zack wants to help in the forge.”

Whit returned inside. “Those are some excited
kids.”

“You should be very proud of them for doing
such a good job today,” Mark said. “I’ll see you in the forge
later.”

“May I help y’all pick up?” Laura asked.

“No. Grab a ride while you can. We’ve got
this.”

Laura nodded and followed Mark out the
door.
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After cleaning the kitchen, Eli and Whit
kicked back on the couch for some peace and quiet.

“Are you okay with Zack, Mitch, and me
raiding the honey tree while you and Mack hunt for some
blackberries?”

“I don’t see a problem with that. I also want
to check the blueberries we planted. It may still be early for them
yet,” Whit answered. She sighed. “I can’t remember the last time
this house was so quiet.”

“We just can’t blink often. The twins are
already twelve. Growing up way too fast,” Eli replied. “How long do
you think you can home-teach them?”

“If possible, four more years,” Whit replied.
“They could be finished with a Bachelor of Science degree online by
then and working on higher education courses.”

“I really don’t want to send them off so
young,” Eli said.

“Me either, but even I have limits to what I
can teach them. They will be prepared cognitively, but we need to
work on socializing them with kids in high school. They will be an
anomaly anywhere they go, and we need to prepare them for dealing
with older students who will discount them for their age.”

“At least they will have each other and not
be a single child like you were,” Eli said. “I bet that was a
brutal adjustment for you.”

“It wasn’t easy, but having a twin should
help. I’d like to see if we can hook them up with the math/science
clubs at the high school. They are way beyond that level but can
learn social interaction skills.”

“Would you consider both of us taking turns
living with them when they go to university? They’re just so young.
I’d hate for them to be taken advantage of for being so
trusting.”

“I think that would be a good idea, and I’m
sure we could handle it. You realize we have never been apart for
that long, right?”

“Well, I can always join you if I get too
lonely. Mitch and Mark can handle things around here just fine.”
Eli wrapped an arm around Whit. “Do you know which university they
would be best suited for?”

“Harvard, Columbia, and Johns Hopkins are
already interested in their development. The University of
California also, but that’s just too far from home.”

“Hmm, I could do Boston, Baltimore, or New
York. We’d find a home near campus so they don’t have to live in
dorms.”

“We need to discuss the options with the
kids, but several years from now. They may feel like they don’t
need us around,” Whit stated.

“That’s true. I’m not sure I would agree,
though,” Eli admitted.

“Let’s just enjoy one day at a time. They
will be gone before we know it.”
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Zack rushed into the house. “Da, can we go up
to the forge now?”

“You two, get a Gator for us, but be careful
of the doors.”

“What? You’re going to let me drive?” Zack
replied.

“You can drive up, and your sister can bring
us home. Now is as good a time to start as any.”

They watched their twins rush out the door.
“Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

“I backed it in, so all they have to do is
open the doors and drive straight through.” Eli smiled. “I can
start working on teaching them to drive next week.”

“But you drive like a maniac,” Whit
teased.

“I do not. I just like to get where I’m
going.” Eli smiled. “Let’s go.” She stood and offered Whit her
hand. “Do you want to ride up front with Zack or want me to?”

“You’re probably the better rider, so you can
do it,” Whit answered.
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The twins were amazed by the process of
forging. Zack clung to every word Mark spoke, and he asked if he
could help some with cleaning the steel.

“You’re going to have to ask your da. She’s
usually in charge of that.”

Zack whipped his head around to look at Eli.
“Can I, Da?”

Eli shrugged. “I guess I could use an
apprentice, but only after you have finished your schoolwork and
chores.”

“All right,” Zack cried out and high-fived
Mark. “Later today? After we raid the honey tree?”

Eli nodded. “Yes, I think that would be fine.
There is steel that needs to be cleaned.”

“We will need to make another steel run at
this rate,” Mitch said. “We’ve got orders coming out of our
ears.”

“If y’all can do that, Zack and I can do the
cleaning at my workshop if you’ll bring the sections down once they
are cut. That would save you some room here.”

“We will be moving outside this week, so the
room isn’t an issue,” Mark replied. “I’d like us to do some male
bonding,” he whispered to Eli.

“Good idea,” she answered.
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“Let’s go get showered and ready to go to the
diner,” Whit said. “Meet you there at five?”

Mark looked at his watch. “That gives us time
to finish here and get ready.”

“We’ll get a table if we beat you there or
vice versa,” Eli said.

“Is it okay if I invite Jessie to meet us?”
Mitch asked.

“Sure, that’s no problem at all,” Eli
answered.

“Let’s roll.” She looked at Mack. “You ready
to drive?”

“Yes, Da.”

“We can drop Zack and Mommy at the front
door, and you can help me store the Gator and feed the cats.”

“You don’t need my help?” Zack looked
disappointed.

“Okay, change that to drop Mommy off, and we
will feed the cats.”

Zack smiled. “Fine with me.”
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“That was delicious,” Eli said when she
swallowed her last bite of pie. “I’m stuffed.”

“I can drive us home, Da,” Zack said.

“No. You did well with the Gator today, but
you’re not ready or legal for the highway yet,” Eli said and
ruffled his hair.

“He might be better than some people on the
roads already,” Mitch joked.

“Possibly true, but he’s not even close to
being legal age yet.” Eli looked at the twins. “We’ve got a lot of
practicing to do first.”

Mark smiled at Eli. “This should be
interesting if Da is teaching you.”

“Are you volunteering since you have
experience?” Eli asked.

“I could teach them,” Mitch said.

“We’ll see. I can’t think on such a full
stomach,” Eli groaned and stood.
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“Breakfast at eight at our place,” Mark
reminded everyone.

“Long pants and shirt sleeves for you
tomorrow,” Mitch told Zack.

“For all of us, so we don’t get eaten up by
briars,” Whit said.

“That’s another good point,” Mark said. “I’ll
just stay safe in my forge away from bees and briars.”

“Chicken,” Eli teased.

Mark shook his head. “Smart. I have other
folks to do the dangerous work.”

“Besides, he’s highly allergic to bee stings.
If you go anywhere near that honey tree, you take your EpiPen,”
Laura reminded him.

“Yes, boss.” Mark saluted. “More the reason
for me to be in the forge.”

“I will help with making the jelly,” Laura
offered.

“That would be great,” Whit said. “We can
save the crushed berries for pancakes.”

“Now you are whistling my tune,” Mitch said.
“If there are blueberries, we can have muffins, too, right?”

“I cannot believe we are having this
conversation after the meals we just devoured,” Eli teased. “Let’s
go home before we talk ourselves into seconds.”

“Can the twins ride with me?” Mitch
asked.

Whit nodded. “Don’t keep them out late. We’ve
got a big day tomorrow.”

“I won’t,” Mitch promised. “Just two
stops.”

The twins eagerly followed Mitch to his
truck. Eli looked at Mark. “I wonder what that’s all about?”

“No telling with those three,” Mark answered.
“We’ll see y’all in the morning.”
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“Where are we going, Mitchy?” Mack asked from
the back seat.

“To get y’all some waders for fishing is the
first stop,” he replied.

“And the second stop?” Zack asked.

“Ice cream.” He smiled. “Unless you’re too
full like the old folks.”

“Heck, no,” Zack answered. “That sounds
good.”
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It didn’t take them long to find the perfect
waders. “Let’s pick up some new flies, too,” Mitch suggested.
“There are all kinds of places I can take you fishing, but you’ll
need to get out in the water a bit. Now with these waders, we can
let the fish at home have a break.”

“That sounds like fun,” Zack replied as they
pulled into the local ice cream shop.

“One praline and cream for me,” Mitch
said.

“Rocky Road for me,” Zack requested.

“Too many choices. How about a scoop of
chocolate and a scoop of butter pecan?” Mack asked.

“Can you get a half gallon of cinnamon roll
ready to take home?”

“That’s not a problem. I’ll have it ready
when you leave.”

The server passed them large cones filled
with their requests. “Enjoy,” she told them.

“Oh, we will,” Mitch answered.

“Mommy will love that ice cream,” Mack
said.

“Who said it was for your Mommy?”

“Well. Isn’t it? It’s cinnamon roll flavored,
after all.”

“You’re so busted, Mitch,” Zack teased.

“I knew she would feel left out if I brought
y’all home after eating ice cream.”

“Smooth move,” Mack said.
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When they walked into the house, Mitch looked
at the twins. “You’ve got to model for Mommy and Da.” He handed
Whit the container of ice cream. “They’ve both had some, so don’t
feel like you have to share,” he teased.

“What do I owe you for the waders?” Eli
asked.

“My treat. I want to take the twins fishing
to other spots where they must enter the water. We need to give our
fish a break.”

“I’m sure they will both love that. You’ve
got them hooked on fishing.” Eli grinned.

“Literally,” Whit added. “They are so excited
to fish.”

“I can remember how excited I was when I
first started fishing, and I still enjoy it,” Mitch said.

Eli nodded. “Maybe you and Evan can take them
to a few other spots this summer.”

“Yeah, we can do that.”

“Woohoo, would you look at these two
fisherpeople?” Whit said when Mack and Zack walked out.

“They look professional,” Eli said.

“They picked them out all by themselves,”
Mitch said. “I couldn’t have done better myself.” He smiled at
them. “I’ll see if Evan can sneak away next weekend to do some
fishing.”

“That would be cool,” Zack said.

“Okay, you two hang up your waders and get
ready for bed,” Whit said. “Mommy and Da, have some ice cream to
eat.”
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Eli was happy the twins hadn’t gotten too old
for bedtime hugs and kisses. She missed the many nights they would
ask for a story and fall asleep in her arms. “You two can help me
feed the cats and prepare for our honey and berry harvesting
morning.”

“I can’t wait for tomorrow,” Zack said.

“The sooner you hit the sack, the quicker it
will be here,” Eli said.

Mack and Zack walked to their rooms.

“One spoon or two?” Whit asked.

“Two. I want some, too.” Eli smiled at her
wife.
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The twins continued their studies with Whit
for four more years. Zeus, their grandfather, had completed his
life cycle, which brought them sadness when they realized they
wouldn’t see him for many years. He assured them he would return to
monitor their progress when they finished school and began their
careers.

They had finished dual bachelor’s and
master’s programs online from Duke and would walk for graduation
later in the spring. Their remarkable progress and intellect hadn’t
gone unnoticed, and they began receiving offers from several
prominent schools. Whit wasn’t surprised when the government showed
an interest in recruiting the twins.

“Education first,” Whit told Eli. “If they
want to be government contractors after they graduate with their
Ph.D., that’s fine, but the twins must first learn all they can.
Once the government controls them, they wouldn’t have the freedom
they deserve.”

“I don’t see Mack and Zack moving in that
direction, anyhow,” Eli said.

“I don’t either. I think the twin’s interest
is in medical research, not something that can be weaponized, but
something that can impact healthcare globally.”

“So what’s next?” Eli asked.

“I’ve taught them everything I can, and
they’ve mastered every course online. It’s time our babies move
forward.”

“I am so not ready for that,” Eli said.

“We will have a great spring and summer, but
we need to prepare for them to move on in the fall.”

“I know they will be almost seventeen by
then, but still our babies.”

Whit smiled and kissed Eli. “Let’s enjoy
every moment we can.”
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When the emails began rolling in after the
twins received their bachelor’s and master’s degrees online, Whit
was shocked by one of the offers.

Harvard University’s offer was very
unique.

 


Dear Mrs. Fortner,

 


During our discussions about your children’s
future, I sensed you were concerned about the twins being so young
and far from home. I would like to present a suggestion to address
these concerns. In addition to offering Mack and Zack full-tuition
scholarships, we would like to extend an offer to you for the use
of a small faculty house on campus and a proposal for you to
participate in our current astrophysics research program with a
stipend for your efforts. Harvard would be honored to host you and
your children as they continue their education. Please contact me
to arrange a visit and further discuss this offer.

 


Sincerely,

 


Joseph Bryant

Dean of Medical Research

 


“Well, that is quite an offer,” Whit said
after reading the email for a third time.

“What’s that, honey?” Eli asked.

“I received a generous offer from Harvard
today. In addition to the twins having a full-ride scholarship, the
university is offering the use of on-campus faculty housing and an
offer for me to participate in an astrophysics research program
with a research stipend.”

“Wow, that is amazing and would offer some
relatively easy solutions. Are you ready to jump back into research
now that the kids are well on their way?”

Whit smiled at Eli. “I could be convinced if
this is the school of choice for the twins.”

Eli nodded. “On-campus housing would be a
plus, and regardless of where they go, you will need a larger
vehicle with four-wheel drive to negotiate the winter
conditions.”

“When can you be available to visit?” Whit
asked.

“Anytime you are ready,” Eli answered.

“Harvard and Columbia are their top two
choices, so maybe we could visit both?”

“That would be a wise decision. Let’s discuss
it with the kids tonight and see how they feel.”

“It’s going to be so different being away
from you for an extended period.”

“I will come to visit, and maybe after a year
or so, you will feel comfortable leaving the kids to grow
independently. You might even realize how much you miss research,”
Eli teased.

“I’ll admit, I do, but the twin’s education
needs to continue to be my focus,” Whit answered.

Eli slid a plate of chicken wings in front of
Whit. “Where are the kids today?”

“They snuck out early to fish with Mitch and
Evan. They have patiently waited for the season to open on public
land.”

“Should we prepare for a fish fry tonight,
then?”

“That’s probably not a bad idea. I’ll
coordinate some side dishes with Laura. Baked beans for you?”

“Of course. I love your beans,” Eli said.

“I need to run into town for oil. Is there
anything you need?”

“You better pick up more hushpuppy supplies.
I believe you are getting low. I’ll make a cake and some brownies.
Laura will probably make her banana pudding.”

“A nice salad and some sweet corn, and we
will be good to go.” Eli leaned over to kiss Whit. “Have I told you
today how much I love you?”

“Yes, but it never gets old.”

“I love you so much, my heart could burst
just seeing you smile,” Eli teased.

“Let’s not let that happen,” Whit said.

“I’ll make the grocery run and see if Mark
needs my help. Zack has done a great job cleaning steel, but maybe
I’ll work on some handles for him.”

“I think he’d like your company if nothing
else. Maybe you can discuss the gardens for this year, and I can
order some supplies.”

“Sounds good. It won’t be much longer before
it’s planting time.”

Cruz whined at her feet, and Eli broke off a
piece of liver to feed her.

“Take her with you when you go to the forge.
I think she misses the time y’all used to share together.”

Eli stroked the top of her head. “We will
make a day of it, Cruz.”
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Whit saw the love in Eli’s eyes as she talked
to Cruz. She was worried for Eli when the time would come to say
goodbye. Eli was already lifting her into the truck and helping her
navigate the stairs she used to fly up as a younger dog. She no
longer followed them upstairs at night, preferring to spend the
night with Mack, snuggled into her for warmth. Cruz would also have
a big adjustment once the twins went to school. Cruz had been by
their side every day since the twins were born and was a loyal
guardian and friend. Losing Molly had been difficult for them, but
Cruz would be devastating, especially for Eli. She often wondered
if Eli would want another dog after Cruz. She had been such great
company and comfort to Eli for many years. She would be impossible
to replace, but maybe there would be another who would provide the
love and companionship as Cruz had.

Whit felt herself tearing up just thinking
about it. “Yellow cake with chocolate frosting?”

“You know I can never turn that down. I
better add milk to my list.” She looked at Cruz. “Ready to go? Will
you call Mitch and let him know of our plans?”

“Sure, I’ll do my best not to jinx them,”
Whit teased.

“You can’t jinx three Fortners,” Eli said.
“We’ll be back. Call me if there’s anything you need. Love
you.”

Whit watched out the window as Eli lifted
Cruz into the truck and called Mark and Laura.

“Yes, that sounds great,” Laura said. “I’ve
been trying to decide what to cook for supper. I’ve got all the
ingredients I need for pudding and salad.”

“If you need anything, let Eli know. She and
Cruz are on the way to the grocery store.”

“Will do, but I think we’re good.”

“Is Mark working in the forge?”

“Yeah, he’s trying to get caught up. As if
that could ever happen.” Laura chuckled.

“Let him know Eli will be up later to help
out.”

“Will do. Thanks, Whit.”
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Eli’s hand was buried in Cruz’s coat as she
drove to town. She had curled up in the seat, and her soft brown
eyes were fixed on Eli. “It’s been a while since we rode together,
huh, girl?” Eli could feel Cruz’s body wiggling with excitement.
“We will have to do this more often.”

When they reached the grocery store, Eli
rolled the window down. “Sit tight, and I won’t be long.”

Eli grabbed the items she needed, and when
she returned to the truck, Jessie was leaning into the window
talking with Cruz. “Hey, Jessie. I’m surprised you aren’t fishing
with the boys today.”

“Couldn’t. I had to work and just got
off.”

“Do you want to come out for a fish fry
tonight?”

“I’ve already told Mom I’d help her cook
supper tonight. Rain check?”

“Absolutely. You should know you’re always
welcome.”

“Thanks, Eli. See you, Cruz.” Cruz licked her
hand. “Mitch mentioned pulled pork next Saturday, so I’ll see you
then.”

“That works for me,” Eli replied. “Have a
good week, and we’ll see you then.”
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Eli lifted Cruz out of the truck, and she
rushed to relieve her bladder. When she carried the bags inside,
Whit met her with a kiss. “Why don’t you let me do your mix, and
you spend some time with Cruz and Mark?”

“You want to go to the forge, baby girl?”

Cruz let out a soft woof.

“All right, let’s go. Let me know when the
kids get home if I’m still at Mark’s. Thank you.” She looked at
Cruz. “Let’s ride.”

Cruz slowly descended the front steps,
climbed the short step into the Gator, and lay down.

When they arrived at the forge, she walked in
and lay down in her bed.

“Hey, Cruz,” Mark said.

“What can I help with?”

“I think I’m calling it a day once I finish
this blade,” Mark answered. “You can keep me company. What’s been
happening lately? It doesn’t seem we’ve had much chance to
talk.”

“Trying to keep up with Whit and the kids.
Whit got an email this morning from Harvard that is almost too good
to pass on. A full ride for the kids, faculty housing, and a
research stipend for her.”

“Wow. That sounds like the total package. How
do you feel about it?”

“It would solve several concerns we have
about the kids being so young and away from home, and I know Whit
misses research.”

“But?”

“I will miss them terribly.” Eli grinned.

“You can visit often. Mitch and I will take
care of things here.”

“I know. Maybe I need to look into a few more
hobbies to keep me busy.”

“Would you mind a suggestion?”

“Of course not. What are you thinking?”

Mark nodded his head toward Cruz. “She won’t
live forever, you know. Maybe it’s time to get a pup that she can
begin training.”

Eli felt tears welling in her eyes. “I’ve
been worried about that for days now. How do you think she would
respond to a puppy?”

“Like a grumpy old woman, but she could teach
them much about living here with us,” Mark said. “Would you want
another heeler?”

“Yeah, she’s been such a great dog. I’d like
another one like her. Maybe not quite as stubborn, but just as
loyal and loving.”

“Boy or girl?”

“I’m partial to females,” Eli replied.

“Would you mind if I reached out to Doc Loren
about some decent breeders in the state?”

“Maybe we can take a road trip to meet some
puppies.”

“Yeah, that would be good. We will talk to
the twins tonight about visiting Harvard and Columbia. After we
return from there would be good.”

“That should be fine and will give us enough
time to search for the best dogs.” He smiled at Eli. “Are the kids
leaning toward one or the other?”

“They haven’t heard the Harvard offer yet,
but that’s been the front runner for a while. Mack says they have
the best medical research program in the country.”

“Do you think Harvard is ready for the
Fortners?” Mark joked.

“They are very excited about Whit and the
kids. I think it would be a good opportunity for them. One of the
most prestigious schools in the nation.”

“Any idea what they will do after they
graduate?”

“Not a freaking clue, but hopefully, it won’t
take them halfway around the world.”

“I’ll admit it’s been hard with Brad,
especially when he can’t tell us where or when he’s going
somewhere. I have to trust he enjoys what he’s doing.”

“I think that would drive me nuts.”

“You have always been a bit of a control
freak,” Mark teased.

“You reckon?” Eli replied.

Eli’s phone pinged with a text. Kids are
home with half the fish in the state.

“Whit says they caught a lot of fish.”

“I’ll get cleaned up and come down to help
you cook. I’m sure the kids will clean the fish if they haven’t
already.”

“Thanks, Mark.”

“For what? Heck, I’ll be eating my share of
fish and hushpuppies, and I hear there’s yellow cake, too.”

“For being here and listening to my
rambling.”

“Girl, you’re ramblings ain’t like nothing
I’ve been dealing with for years with Laura. Yours are refreshing,
but I will deny ever saying that.”
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Evan and Mitch were cleaning fish with Zack’s
help, and Mack had entered the kitchen to help Whit. “Do you think
I could convince you to help me carry stuff out to the cooker so I
can get started? Uncle Mark will be here in a while to help me
cook.”

“Sure, Da,” Mack answered.

“What can I do?”

“Carry out that stack of pans, spoons, and
paper towels. Then come back to bring me something to drink.”

“What do you want?” Whit asked.

“Do you have some lemonade?”

“I sure do. I’ll pour you a glass and send it
with Mack when she returns.”

“Thanks.” Eli leaned in to kiss Whit and
removed her hushpuppy mix from the fridge. “I’ll see you in a
bit.”

“Hang on, and I’ll get the door for you.”
Whit opened the door for Eli, Cruz, and Mack.

“It looks like you all caught a nice mess of
fish,” Eli told Mack as they walked across the yard. “Did you have
fun?”

“Yes, they were biting like crazy, and it was
fun to catch them. Evan dropped a half dozen to his mom for their
dinner tonight.”

“Who caught the most and the biggest?”

“Mitch caught the biggest, and Zack and I
tied for the most. It was rigged, though.”

“How so?” Eli asked.

“Because Evan and Mitch stopped fishing to
watch us have fun.” Mack giggled. “They claimed they were
discussing dinner plans, but I know better.”

“Well, you were having fun, right?”

“Yes, Da.”

“Mitch and Evan obviously enjoyed watching
you two have fun. What counts is we got a great catch for dinner
tonight.”

“I’m not complaining.” Mack grinned. “I’ll be
right back with your lemonade. Is there anything else you
need?”

“Yes,” Eli stated. “A hug. You two left the
house with your hair on fire this morning, and I didn’t even get a
hug.”

Mack rushed over to Eli. “I’m sorry, Da. We
were just so excited to fish.”

“I know,” Eli said and ruffled her hair.
“Love you.”

“I love you, too.”
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“I was beginning to worry you had drowned in
the shower,” Eli teased when Mark arrived.

“I was exceptionally dirty,” Mark answered,
plucking a hot hushpuppy from the pan. He bit into the fried treat.
“Damn, those are good. Dad would be proud.”

“I’ve had a lot of time to practice over the
past twenty years,” Eli said. “First with Brad and Mitch, and now
with Mitch and the twins.”

“I guess when they go off to university, you
and I will have to wet some flies if we are going to have fresh
fish.”

“It’s been so long I may have to learn again.
I’m sure Mitch and Evan will continue to fish. It sounds like they
gave the twins all the glory today and watched them fish.”

“They are both fine young men.”

“Good role models for the twins, too,” Eli
said. “Who would have thought we would say that about Mitch fifteen
years ago?”

“Certainly not me. Mitch and Brad both damn
near sent me to the loony bin. Mitch is so different now.” Mark
grinned. “I’m surprised he’s waited this long, but pleased he is
finally considering marriage. I know he wanted to be as prepared
for marriage as possible, but I’d like to be a grandpa before I’m
seventy,” Mark teased. “I overheard him talking with Julia about an
engagement ring the other day.”

“Well, you can’t accuse him of jumping into
marriage,” Eli joked.

“That’s for sure. Has Mitch mentioned
anything to you about building a house?”

“No, but Whit and I are both on board with
the idea. We will return his down payment, so he can furnish their
new home.”

“I just hope Jessie will say yes.” Mark
chuckled and took another hushpuppy. “Are you ready for me to get a
batch of filets ready to cook?”

“Yes, if it will keep you out of the
hushpuppies,” Eli teased.
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Several days later, Mitch sent Eli a text.
Will you ride into town with me?

“Of course I will. What’s up?”

“I need your opinion on something. I’ll
spring for lunch, too, to sweeten the deal.”

“Just let me know when.”

“Friday at ten, okay? We can bring some lunch
back for everyone.”

“Good with me. See you in the morning.”

Eli stored the walking stick she had been
working on and walked inside to see Mack, Zack, and Whit hovering
over the computer.

“Am I missing a party?” she teased.

“We are just looking at the photo gallery
from Harvard,” Zack said.

“Are you getting excited about our road
trip?”

“Yes, Da. I know it’s only four days away,
but that feels like forever,” Zack groaned playfully.

“I think we should leave early then,” Eli
said, and three heads turned toward her. “I’m sure we can find
something neat to see along the way.”

“That would be great, Da. Can we, Mommy?”
Mack implored.

“I don’t see why not.”

“I’m going to town with Mitch the day after
tomorrow on an errand, and I’ll arrange for him to house-sit
earlier than planned.”

Whit cocked an eyebrow at Eli. “Everything
okay?”

“Yeah, I think he’s been chatting with Julia
about some jewelry, and he wants my opinion.”

Mack chuckled. “He’s going to ask Jessie to
marry him soon.”

“How on earth could you know that?” Eli
asked.

“Mitch and Evan were talking about it not
long ago. Whenever he’s close, we hear everything they talk about.
I know we shouldn’t, but blocking him out is hard when he’s so
excited.”

“So what’s for supper? We will bring burgers
or something back for lunch tomorrow,” Eli said.

“Can you make your monster omelets?” Zack
asked.

“I do believe I can.” Eli smiled. “With toast
and jelly. That does sound good. I’ll get to cracking some fresh
eggs if you all want to start searching for places to stop along
the route.”

“Go get your laptops, and we can all search,”
Whit instructed. She walked over to Eli. “Thank you. They are so
excited about this trip.”

“It’s been a while since we’ve been away from
home for so long. I think we’re past due for a vacation.”

“I won’t argue with you.” Whit leaned in to
kiss Eli.

“All settled then. Y’all pick out the
destinations, and we can add some hotel rooms.”

“That works for me. Anything you’d care to
see?”

“Just my family happy,” Eli replied.
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After supper, the twins shared the route they
had mapped out with Whit. “Can we be ready to go in two days?”

“Heck yeah,” Zack said. “I can be packed
tonight.”

“We need to ensure you both have nice outfits
prepared for your university visits,” Whit stated.

“No overalls and work boots?” Eli asked.

“Nope, they need to look like the young
professional scholars that will take campus by storm.”

“So, flip-flops and tank tops?” Eli
teased.

“You are so incorrigible, Eli Fortner.”

“That’s true, but you all still love me.
Don’t even try to deny it.” Eli grinned as she started gathering
dishes.

“We’ve got the dishes, Da. Thank you for a
great supper,” Mack said.

“It was pretty good, wasn’t it? If I ever
tire of farming, I reckon I could be a short-order cook.”

“You are on a roll tonight,” Whit told
her.

“Yes, love, I am. Would you like some
coffee?”

“That does sound good. It won’t keep you
awake tonight, will it?”

“Hardly. Lately, I’m asleep before my head
hits the pillow.”

“You’ve been working pretty hard with Mark
and on our projects. I think a break would do you good. Let you
relax for a bit.”

Mack looked at Eli. “Can I make it for you,
Da?”

“You most certainly can. Too bad Mitch wiped
out the rest of the cake. That would have gone well with
coffee.”

“I have a secret stash of cinnamon rolls in
the freezer. Do you want me to heat some?”

“Heck yeah,” Eli said.

“Will you two join us?” Whit said as she
walked to the freezer. “Plenty of cold milk in the fridge.”

“Yes, Mommy. That sounds great.” Mack set up
the coffee pot.

Whit placed a plate filled with cinnamon
rolls in the microwave with a damp paper towel.
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“I will book the additional rooms tomorrow if
you take the twins to town for new clothes. I could use a couple of
new outfits, too.” Eli grinned. “Or it will be overalls and work
boots.”

Whit smiled at her wife. “I was already
thinking of some new clothes for you. Two nice outfits, some new
jeans and cargo shorts. Some of yours are looking kind of
ragged.”

“That just means they are well broken in,”
Eli told the twins. “Are we in a huge hurry to come back?”

“No, not really. We can take whatever time we
need. Mack and Zack don’t walk for graduation from Duke until next
month.”

“Do we have to go through with that?” Mack
asked.

“Yes, you do. It’s a testament to all your
hard work,” Whit explained. “It also gives Da and me photos to brag
about,” Whit added. “It’s not every day that your children graduate
with a bachelor’s and master’s at the same ceremony.”

“Okay, so maybe we’ll plan for a few extra
days,” Eli said. “If we need to do laundry, we do laundry. I don’t
think Mitch will mind us being gone longer.”
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Later when they retired for the evening, Whit
trembled from Eli’s touch. They had been lovers for many years, but
each time was as exciting as the first. That may be a bit of an
exaggeration, but Eli made her feel like the most loved person in
the world.

“That felt terrific,” Whit said when Eli
stretched out beside her.

Whit felt Eli’s finger trace down her
jawline. “Maybe I will start serving you coffee and cinnamon rolls
before bed more often,” she teased.

Eli propped up on her elbow and searched
Whit’s face. “Do I give you the love you need?”

“Oh, Eli, I didn’t mean to infer anything
like that. You give me more love than I ever thought I deserved.
What we share can’t be any more perfect than what it is.”

“If that ever changes, will you let me
know?”

“It will never change.” Whit rolled Eli onto
her back and climbed on top of her. “I am yours until the last
breath leaves my body.”

Whit made love to Eli, and they snuggled
together until sleep overcame them.
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Mack brought Eli a fresh cup of coffee. “Do
you think we could spend a few days in DC to visit the Smithsonian
on our way home?”

“I’d like that. I haven’t been for years, and
there are new museums I’ve never visited.”

“Let’s do it then, Da.” She kissed Eli’s
cheek.

“Have fun shopping,” Eli told Mack.

“We will,” Mack said and slipped out of the
door.

Eli watched them drive away and walked over
to her computer. “DC, here we come.”
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It didn’t take Eli long to book the
additional reservations. She opened a new window and searched
websites for a new vehicle for Whit. A truck wasn’t functional for
their needs, so she searched for large sport utility vehicles. She
liked the looks and features of the Ford Expedition, especially the
four-wheel drive and towing capacity. Eli would rent a small moving
trailer when it was time to move her family. If they chose Harvard,
the faculty housing came fully furnished, so it was only necessary
to take clothing and personal belongings. If the twins decided on
Columbia, they would search for a furnished house or condo. She
could travel with them to set up their new home and then fly back
to Asheville. Eli knew it would be a big adjustment for them all,
especially herself since she would be alone. Whit would at least
share a home with the twins. Eli sighed at the thought. The summer
would pass all too quickly for her liking.
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When Whit and the kids returned from
shopping, Mack and Zack were excited about having a fashion show
wearing their new outfits. The twins were never forced to wear
matching clothes, and each had developed a separate sense of style.
Mack tended to lean toward the preppy side, while Zack preferred a
casual appearance. They had selected two dress outfits for their
interviews, the first to be shared. Eli was pleased with their
chosen looks, even if they did appear older. They were and would
always be her babies.

“Those look great. Very professional and
scholarly. Now, show me the fun stuff.”

“We can’t try it all on, but we will show you
what we bought,” Mack said.

Eli smiled as they opened bags to pull out
casual clothing, shoes, and other garments they would need for
college. She noticed one major thing missing. “I know it’s just
spring, but you need to plan for winter. Heavier clothes, sweaters,
coats, boots, socks, etcetera,” she told them.

“L.L. Bean, here we come,” Whit said, rubbing
her hands together.

“That can wait until later. Right now, I’d
like us to drive into Asheville for a different shopping and
dinner.”

“You heard Da. Put your bags up and let’s
roll,” Whit said. She turned to look at Eli. “Where are we
going?”

“You’ll just have to wait and see.”

They all loaded into Eli’s truck and drove
into town. When they pulled into a local Ford dealership, Whit
looked at Eli. “Really?”

Eli nodded. “I’ve arranged for us to look at
several expeditions. That will be a good size and safe for winter
travel.”

Randy Walker met them on the showroom floor.
“I have your vehicles together outside. Are you ready to take a
look?”

“Absolutely,” Eli replied.

When they followed him outside, Eli saw the
four vehicles she had reviewed earlier in four colors. She watched
Whit and the kids as they examined each SUV and listened intently
to Randy’s explanation of the features of each.

“They all have key fobs, so we can test drive
any you choose.”

Whit looked at Eli. “Blue is my favorite
color, but black is pretty, too.”

“Try them both,” Eli suggested.

“Load up,” Randy said with a chuckle.

Whit climbed in behind the wheel. “So much
bigger than my car, but not unlike your truck.” She pulled the
vehicle onto the road.

“Don’t be shy with her,” Randy said. “Feel
all the power this baby has.”

Whit put the SUV through several tests, and a
smile grew on her face. “Okay, so I believe we have the right
model. Now the hard part. What color?” Eli asked.

Whit frowned. “Do you have any
preferences?”

“I like them both,” Eli said.

“You aren’t helping,” Whit teased. “Kids,
help me out here.”

Mack smiled at Zack. “The black,” she
answered, and Zack nodded.

“Black it is then,” Eli said. “How long until
you can have it ready for delivery?”

“An hour tops,” Randy replied. “Once we
complete the paperwork.”

“You do the paperwork while we go for an
early dinner. No need to finance,” Eli said and wrote a check for
three thousand less than the initially discussed price.

“Let me run this past my sales manager, and
I’ll be right back.”

Mack and Zack took turns sitting in the front
seats and playing with all the gadgets. Whit looked at Eli. “Thank
you.”

“I can’t have my family traveling in just any
vehicle,” Eli replied.

Randy raced back to them. “I will have the
vehicle prepped and ready when you return,” he promised.

“We’ll see you soon. Let’s go, kids,” Eli
called to the twins.

When they returned to her truck, Eli looked
at Whit. “Now, the hardest decision of the day. Where do we
eat?”

“What about that Japanese steakhouse you
like?” Whit said. “I know you and Mitch love the sushi there.”

“That works for me. Okay, with y’all?” Eli
glanced back in the rearview mirror.

“Perfect,” Zack replied. “I could grub on
some sushi.”

“That wasn’t as hard as I expected. Let’s
eat.”
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They drove straight to Mark’s when they got
home. “That’s a beauty,” Mark said.

“That’s nice,” Mitch agreed. “You really
shouldn’t have bought that for me, though.”

“In your dreams, Mitchy,” Mack said.

“A boy can dream, right?” he said and bumped
shoulders with Mack.

“You know what else?” Mack smiled at Mitch.
“We had sushi tonight, too.”

Mitch grabbed at his chest. “Without me? How
could you? Then come back and brag about it.” He grinned.

“It was good, too,” Zack answered.

“I see how ya are. I’ll remember that the
next time I go fishing.”

Both twins looked at him in shock, and Mitch
broke out laughing. “Got ya!”

Mark looked at Eli. “I want you to see
something.”

Eli followed him into the forge.

“A customer sent me this picture and asked if
I could do something similar,” Mark said. He handed Eli the
photograph.

“A katana?”

“Yes, and he wants a wooden scabbard. Could
you work on that for me while I try my hand at the blade?

“Yes, but it probably won’t be finished until
after we return from road-tripping,” Eli replied.

“There’s no rush. He’s willing to wait for a
quality product.”

“Give me some dimensions, and I’ll start
planning. “Hickory or beech?”

“Yes, please,” Mark answered.

Eli grinned at her brother. “You want both,
don’t you?”

Mark nodded. “If it’s not too much to
ask.”

“It will be a good challenge for me,” Eli
replied. “A chance to try out some new tools also.”

“I’ve got plenty of orders ahead of this
one,” Mark said.

“That’s good. I’ll go looking for some wood
tomorrow after Mitch and I go to town,” Eli replied. “Maybe Zack
can join me and provide some muscle.”

“You got it, Da. Have muscles, will travel,”
Zack proclaimed and began flexing.

“Come up for breakfast, and y’all can leave
from here,” Mark suggested.

“Do I get to try out the new wheels?” Mitch
asked.

“Um, no. I haven’t even driven it yet,” Eli
punched his shoulder. “Seven too early for breakfast?”

“Nope, I’ll be up working in the forge, but
Mitch can cook. I don’t think he needs to get dirty until after you
return.”

“See you in the morning then.”

“Wait,” Mitch said. “Are you too stuffed for
dessert?”

“We can always find room. What you got?” Zack
asked.

“I borrowed your ice cream maker, and I have
fresh strawberries if you’re interested before you go.”

“Sign me up,” Whit replied.

“Can you take a break, Dad?”

“For ice cream? I do believe I can.” Mark
smiled at his son.

“Let’s do it,” Eli said.
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When they arrived for breakfast the following
morning, Mitch and Laura were hard at work. “Will you go get your
Uncle Mark?” he asked Mack.

“Be right back,” she stated and jogged to the
forge.

“We’re going to eat outside since it’s so
pretty,” Laura said. “What does everyone want to drink?”

“Juice, coffee, and milk should have everyone
covered. Hang on, and we’ll help you carry it out,” Whit
stated.

“Man, those look good,” Zack said.

“I hope you’re hungry,” Mitch said. He handed
him a pan. “Take these out, and I’ll be right behind you with
another.”
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Eli looked at Zack when they finished eating.
“Will you put the small chainsaw in a Gator, drive it here, and be
Uncle Mark’s gopher while Mitch and I are in town?”

“Sure, Da,” Zack answered. He looked thrilled
to be asked to help Mark in the forge.

“Should we bring something back for lunch?”
Eli asked. “It may be early, but it never hurts to plan ahead.”

“How about some pizza? I’ve got steaks to
cook for supper,” Mark suggested.

“We can always eat pizza,” Mitch said.

Eli leaned down and kissed Whit. “We’ll be
back later. Is there anything we need from town?”

Whit looked at Mark. “If you start a fresh
batch of ice cream, Mack and I can make some brownies and
cake.”

“You, get back to work in the forge. I’ll
handle the ice cream and some sides for supper,” Laura
suggested.

“I think between the two of us, we can handle
supper. Maybe pick up some milk? Our jug seems to have a hole in
it.” Whit shot a wink to Zack.

“No problem. Let’s go, James,” Eli
teased.

“At your service, Madam,” Mitch bowed from
his waist.

“Good grief, just go already,” Mark huffed.
He looked at Eli. “Your life insurance is paid up, right?”

“Yep. All set there. Mitch has actually
improved his driving.”

“He was worse?” Mack teased.

“You are just cruel,” Mitch said. “Come on,
Aunt Eli, before I start to cry.”
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Eli climbed into Mitch’s truck and fastened
her seat belt. “So, where are we headed today?”

“To Julia’s shop. I’ve been talking with her
about a possible engagement ring for Jessie, and I wanted your
opinion.”

“Are you prepared to propose to Jessie?”

“Propose, yes. Marry, not right away.” He
turned onto the highway and headed to town. “I love her, but I
don’t think we are ready for that yet. I want to let her know I am
interested in being her husband, but I want to do it right and not
jump into something too early.”

“That’s a mature decision,” Eli praised
him.

“I need to feel prepared to support a wife
and family. I’m not there yet.”

“I noticed you’ve been working extra days for
her dad and spending long hours in the forge.”

“I’ve been saving every penny I can to
prepare for our future.”

Eli smiled at Mitch. “Just how big of a ring
are we talking about?”

“Not huge, but not diamond chips, either.
Julia says she has several I might be interested in within my price
range.”

“What’s your range?”

“Up to three thousand, but I’d like to stay
below that for another project.”

“What’s that?”

“I never want to leave the mountain, but I
can’t raise a family in a tiny home. This is my home, and I would
shrivel up and die if I had to live in town.”

“It will always be home for you,” Eli
promised. “Have you and Jessie talked about any of this?”

“Jessie loves it out here, too. We haven’t
talked much about marriage yet, but I think she would say yes if I
proposed.”

“I would be astonished if she didn’t. I think
she’s been ready for years but has patiently waited for you to be
certain.” Eli realized they were close to Julia’s shop, and she
wouldn’t press Mitch for information. She could feel he was working
his way up to pop a question to her.

Mitch pulled into a parking spot and took a
deep breath, releasing it slowly. “Let’s go see a woman about a
ring.”

“I’m right behind ya.” Eli emerged from the
truck and followed Mitch inside.
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“Well, hello, Fortners.” Julia grinned from
the counter. “I see you brought some backup.”

“Hey, Julia,” Eli said. “For some reason,
Mitch thinks I have good taste in jewelry.”

“He’s right. You do.”

“I just know exactly where to come.” Eli
smiled at her friend.

“So you think it’s time to pop the big
question?” Julia asked Mitch.

“Yes, but no set timeframe yet. I want
something that shows Jessie how much I love her and want to be her
husband one day.”

Julia smiled at Mitch. “He’s definitely a
Fortner.”

“When are you planning to propose?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I need to ask
Jessie’s father’s permission first.”

“That shouldn’t be a hard decision. Morris
already thinks of you as a son.”

“He’s treated me well since we first
arrived.”

“He’s watched you grow into a fantastic young
man. Who wouldn’t want you for a son-in-law?”

“I hope you’re right. I need to talk to
Jessie’s father soon before I lose my nerve.” Mitch chuckled.

“It’s only human to be nervous. But watching
you and Jessie together over the last sixteen years, you were
obviously made for one another. I know she’s a few years younger,
but it’s time.”

“Thanks, Julia. I do love her.”

“So, let’s find the perfect ring for her.”
Julia pulled out a tray of diamond rings. “I don’t think you need
to go too big or too small,” she teased.

“Why do I get flashbacks to Goldilocks and
the Three Bears?” Eli teased.

Mitch and Julia chuckled, and Eli could see
him starting to relax.

“Do you want a simple diamond or something
with other gemstones?” Julia asked.

“Are those sapphires?” Mitch asked.

“Not just sapphires, but the highest quality
native North Carolina sapphires. That gives a ring a bit more
sentimental value, in my opinion.”

“It’s beautiful. Can I get a closer
look?”

Julia pulled the ring from the display and
handed it to Mitch. “The round cut diamond is just under a carat
but very high quality. The sapphires add another three-quarter
carats to the ring. Do you have a preference for metal?” Julia
looked at the information card on the ring. “That one is platinum,
but I could also make one similar in white or yellow gold.”

“I like it in platinum,” Mitch replied. “The
yellow gold doesn’t grab my attention like this one does.”

“It’s a beautiful ring,” Eli agreed.

“I can make you some elegant bands when the
time comes for a wedding.”

Mitch nodded. His eyes were still locked on
the ring.

“I have several more I can show you if you’d
like.”

Mitch shook his head. “No, this is the one.”
He looked at Eli. “What do you think?”

“I believe you didn’t need me at all. You
picked out the ring I would have chosen.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it’s a beautiful setting, and the gems
are eye-catching.”

“What size?” Julia asked, and Mitch’s face
turned into a look of panic.

“I have no clue.”

“What size shoes does she wear?”

“A seven and a half, I believe.”

“I think you’re right.” Eli nodded.

“Okay, if this is the ring for Jessie, I can
size it and have it in a nice box for you in two days.”

Mitch swallowed hard and looked at Eli for
reassurance.

“You are making a good choice. A very
important one, so you need to be certain.”

“If it doesn’t fit her perfectly, bring her
by, and I will re-size it for you.”

Mitch nodded and pulled out his wallet.

Eli had caught a glimpse of the price while
Julia and Mitch admired the ring. She worried the total would be
more than he accounted for but was relieved when the total was just
under three thousand. She smiled at Julia, fully aware she had
discounted the ring for Mitch based on their previous
discussions.

Mitch counted out three thousand dollars and
handed it to Julia.

“Let me get your change, and we can finalize
your sale. Here you go. I’ll write a receipt with a reminder to
return in two days to pick up the ring.”

“May I take a picture of it to show the
family?”

“Take as many as you like.” Julia wrote up
the sale and handed Mitch the paperwork. “The craftsmanship and
gems have a lifetime warranty, so if there is ever an issue, you
just return it to me, and I’ll take care of things.”

“Thank you, Julia.”

“Thank you for the business. I’m sure you
will be happy with the ring.”

“I will be,” Mitch said. “I’ll see you
soon.”

“I can drop it by if you are busy.”

“That would actually be a great idea. I’m
pulling some extra shifts at John Deere and working with Dad in the
forge until all hours. If you bring it home, I’ll come to get
it.”

“Deal,” Julia said.

 


†

 


“Let’s hit the road,” Eli said, following
Mitch from the store. “I’ll call in the pizzas if you’ll run into
the store for milk.”

“I have enough left for that.” Mitch grinned.
“I held my breath for a few long seconds when Julia added all the
taxes.”

“You know Uncle Sam’s gotta get his cut,” Eli
replied. “I’ve got some cash if you need milk money, and I’m
getting the pizza.”

“I can handle it. It sure took me a lot
longer to make that money than it did for me to spend it.”

“Welcome to adulting,” Eli said as he turned
into a parking spot.

“Milk is all we need?”

“That’ll do it.” Eli ordered three extra
large pizzas. Shopping was hard work, and her stomach was actually
growling.

Mitch returned with three gallons and tucked
them behind his seat. He cranked his car. “How long on the
pizzas?”

“At least ten more minutes. Why?”

“There is something else I need to ask
you.”

“Fire away,” Eli replied.

“I would like your permission to build a home
next to the tiny house. I’ve got ten thousand put back for a down
payment, and I need another five to get a good start.” He looked at
Eli. “I don’t want to live anywhere else.”

“Do you have a floor plan in mind?”

“The one you and Dad picked out for his home,
maybe just a bit smaller.”

“That’s a great floor plan if I say so
myself.” Eli grinned. “Is there anything you would change?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it, to be
honest. I didn’t want to get my hopes up in case you said no.”

“Did you really think I would?”

“No, but there’s always a first. What about
when the twins graduate and want to come back home?”

“There is plenty of room for them to build on
Whit’s half of the mountain and still have room for Brad if he
settles down. There’s no guarantee any of them will return to the
homestead.”

“Brad might be the only question, but I think
the twins will.”

“Think seriously about any changes, and when
we return from university road-tripping, we can meet the builder
and see what it will cost.”

“Thanks, Aunt Eli. It’s the only place that
has felt like home to me.”

Eli could feel the ache in her chest. “It
will always be your home. Let’s go get our pizza,” she said,
turning away from him to hide the tears in her eyes.

“Yes, ma’am.” Mitch drove to the pizza spot
and ran inside to get the pizzas.

“Damn, those smell good,” Eli said. “I can’t
believe I’m this hungry after eating your breakfast burritos this
morning.”

“I’m getting pretty good at those, huh?”

“Don’t tell your dad, but I prefer yours.
Your eggs are fluffier.” Eli smiled.

“I’m glad to be recognized for my fluffy
eggs.”
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Mitch placed the pizza on the picnic table
and took the phone from his pocket to show the family the ring he
had selected for Jessie.

“That is a stunning piece,” Whit said. “She’s
going to love it.”

Mark slapped him on the back. “You did good,
son. Congratulations.”

“She hasn’t said yes, yet,” Mitch responded.
“So don’t jinx me. Aunt Eli said we could build a house on my spot,
too. We’ll go to talk to the builder when they return from up
north.”

“Better keep working hard to save your
money,” Laura said.

“I am, Mom,” Mitch answered.

“Do you know when you want to propose?” Whit
asked.

“Not yet. I want to see how much the house
will cost me and how long it will take to build.”

Whit looked at Eli. “You didn’t tell him, did
you?”

“Tell me what?” Mitch looked confused.

“Go ahead then,” Eli told her wife.

Mitch looked at Whit. “Your aunt and I are
gifting you the house as a wedding present. You need to make a
sizeable down payment, but you will enter into the marriage
mortgage free.”

Mitch’s face flushed. “You can’t do that.
That’s too much.”

“We can and we will. It’s already decided, so
don’t argue with your elders,” Eli warned.

“Just say thank you and hug your aunts,” Mark
replied.

Eli thought the hug Mitch gave her would
squeeze the life out of her. “Easy, Trigger,” she said. “I need
those ribs.”

“I’m sorry,” Mitch answered, giving Whit a
more gentle hug. “Thank you both so much.”

“We want you to not have to stress over a
mortgage payment and still build the home of your dreams. We
couldn’t let you bring Jessie into a tiny home,” Eli teased.

“I think she would have jumped all over the
opportunity, though,” Whit replied.

“We can still use it as a playhouse for our
kids, or a man cave,” he answered.

“I like the sound of grandbabies,” Laura
replied.

“Just don’t be in a rush. You and Jessie need
to enjoy life together before you start having kids. Everything
changes then but for the better.” Mark shared a proud smile with
his son.

“Yeah, one step at a time. Wife first, then
babies.”

“We can help with the babies,” Mack offered.
“We should be done with school by then.”

Eli turned to look at Mack. “I know this is
getting the cart way before the horse, but what are your goals when
you finish university? Mitch asked me today about saving spots for
you to build homes.”

Mack shot Zack a grin. “We already know what
we want.”

“Really?” Whit asked. She dropped the slice
of pizza she was eating.

“We’ve begun being recruited by a prominent
research lab in Asheville,” Zack replied.

“That’s just one option,” Mack said. “We
could work in town during the week and stay here on the weekends,
or we could have our own small lab here.”

Whit’s brows shot up in surprise. She looked
at Eli, her mouth hanging open. “Did you have any idea?”

Eli shook her head. “No clue. You two know we
will support any decision you make as long as it’s not halfway
around the world.”

“Yes, Da,” Mack replied. “Like Mitch said,
this is home, and we don’t want to live anywhere else.”

“That’s great news to hear.” Eli smiled. “It
makes your mom and I extremely happy.” For the second time that
day, tears threatened to fall for Eli. “Okay,” she said, dropping
her napkin on her plate. “If we’re going to have steak dinners
tonight, we’d better get moving.” She looked at Zack. “Did you
bring the saw and Gator?”

Zack nodded. “I didn’t even run into any
trees,” he joked.

“Great. Let’s go find some wood.” Eli leaned
over to kiss Whit. “We’ll see you later.”
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“Are you okay, Da? I sense a lot of emotion
from you today?” Zack said as they drove toward the ridge.

“Yes, my heart is whole and happy that my
children and Mitch want to live here forever.”

“You are our home,” Zack said. “It’s not just
the mountain, but wherever you and Mom are matters to us.”

“That makes me very happy.” Eli pointed to a
spot at the top of the ridge. “Park there at an angle and set the
brake. If you don’t, we’ll end up chasing the Gator down the
mountain.”

Zack chuckled. “Got it, Da.” He set the brake
and climbed from behind the wheel. “I’ll grab the saw. You just
lead the way.”

They followed the path down the Appalachian
Trail to the hickory grove Mitch and Brad had found years ago. Eli
realized this would be the last summer the twins would have at home
before traveling to university.

“Is there anything special you want to do
this summer before you start school?”

“Like what?” Zack asked.

“A family vacation somewhere? To hike another
section of the AT with Mitch and your mom? Anything you want to do?
Once you finish school this time, you will be in the adulting world
and may not have the freedom you have now.”

“Let me discuss this with Mack. That is
something to consider. One thing for sure is I’d like to go
offshore fishing with you, Mitch, and Uncle Mark again. That was so
much fun.”

“It was fun, wasn’t it? That should be easy
enough to accomplish.”

“I really don’t want to do anything without
you, and I know the AT is Mom’s thing, not yours.”

“This old body just can’t handle that kind of
wear and tear.”

“You are not old, Da, but I understand.
Sleeping on the ground and all the hiking isn’t easy.”

“No, it’s not.” Eli slung an arm around his
shoulder.
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“You know, one day, I might remember to bring
a wheelbarrow or cart to lug this stuff back to the Gator,” Eli
groaned.

“I’ll go back for the last armful,” Zack
offered. “Then we can hunt some beech.”

“I had a thought on that,” Eli said. “There
are still quite a few blow-down trees on the National Forrest
property adjacent to ours. Why don’t we drive over and see what we
can find?”

“Sounds good to me. Why don’t we drop this
off at the workshop and grab something cold to drink?” Zack
suggested. “I’ll be right back.”

Eli closed her eyes and listened to the
songbirds while she waited for Zack. It was a beautiful time of the
year for them. Gardens were planted, and the temperature was mild.
She couldn’t ask for a better afternoon.

“You okay, Da?” Zack asked when he returned
and found her eyes closed.

“Yep, just listening to the birds.”

“They are pretty active today, aren’t
they?”

“They are enjoying this beautiful day,
too.”

“I’ll drop you at the house and unload the
wood if you bring us something to drink.”

“Any preference?”

“I think I’d like a Mountain Dew,” he
answered.

“That does sound good. I wonder what we can
find to snack on.”

“There were a few brownies left, but I’m not
sure if they have survived the afternoon,” Zack replied.

“If not, I’ll find something in the
pantry.”

“I’ll be back for you in a minute. Can Cruz
ride with us?”

“I think she’d like that,” Eli answered.

“Come on, girl,” Zack called, waiting for her
to climb into the Gator.

Eli walked inside and breathed deeply. “What
on earth smells so good in here?”

“Baked goods,” Whit answered. “Mack and I
thought we’d make the cake and fresh brownies for dessert tonight,
then I found the cookie dough.”

“Zack mentioned some leftover brownies. Do we
still have some?” Eli asked as she opened the fridge. She pulled
out two sodas. “We’re going to ride over to the property line and
check out the blow downs on the National Forest side for some
beech.”

Whit handed her several brownies wrapped in
plastic. “Thanks, Love Muffin,” Eli said and kissed her cheek.
“We’ll be back. Cruz is going, too.”

“Okay, we’ll finish baking and then feed the
animals. Are you planning to shower before supper?”

“I think we will need to after Zack and I get
back. It’s a beautiful day, but we’ve broken a sweat. I don’t want
to offend anyone.” Eli grinned.
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Eli handed Zack the largest brownie and then
took a bite. “These are good even the day after. Your mom and Mack
have been busy. They made some cookies and have the kitchen
smelling great.”

“No cake and brownies?” Zack nearly
choked.

“They’ve got those already baked.”

“Phew. I was looking forward to a brownie and
ice cream explosion. What’s the best way to get where we need to
go?”

“Across Uncle Mark’s bridge. We can stop off
to check on how they are doing, but not until we hide the
evidence,” Eli said, taking another bite.

After a brief stop at the forge, they started
across the bridge. Eli pointed out a trail across the firebreak
that separated the two properties. “Follow that across the
break.”

Zack was halfway across when he pulled to a
stop and pointed out a doe and a pair of fawns. “Aren’t they
pretty?”

“Yes, they are. Until they get into my garden
or apple trees.” Eli chuckled.

“Mom is excited to make apple pies from our
apples this year. She’s expecting a bumper crop.”

“I love her apple pies.”

“Yeah, I do too. I bet some cooked apples
would go good with ice cream,” Zack replied.

“Trust me, they do,” Eli said. “Park over
there.” She pointed to a level surface.

Zack parked the Gator and stepped out,
reaching for the saw. “We’re looking for beech, right?”

“That’s the plan. We may find some other wood
that we can use for knife handles also.”

“Cool,” Zack said.

Eli and Zack worked quickly to cut and load
several small limbs. Zack lifted a branch and took a different path
to the Gator. “Da, this tree looks different.” He pointed to a
medium-sized tree.

Eli walked over to Zack to see what he had
found. “Great find, Son. That’s a poplar.” Eli examined the tree
and found two others nearby. “Let’s cut some of these larger limbs
for handles. I’d also like to buck a couple of them for some milled
boards. They make excellent lumber for building projects.”

“Do you want me to take this load to the
workshop and hook up the trailer?”

“That’s a great idea. On your way back, see
if Mitch can help us load the logs. I’ll keep trimming, so we can
have a trailer full of wood.”

“I’ll be back. Do you need something to
drink?”

“Yes, please. Be careful driving back.
There’s no hurry.”

“Got it, Da.”

Eli smiled and watched him drive away. She
returned to trimming limbs and cut three trees into eight-foot
sections. When she made the last cut, she saw Zack and Mitch
arrive. Zack pulled the Gator to a stop.

“I heard you need some muscle,” Mitch teased
as he exited the Gator.

“I sure do. Zack found a few poplar trees. I
can’t let them go to waste.”

“Take a break, Da, and drink some water. I
brought several bottles. Mitch and I can start loading.”

Eli carried the saw to the Gator and took a
seat. She opened a bottle and drank deeply. Mitch and Zack worked
together to load logs and limbs.

“There are a few others, and we have room on
the trailer,” Mitch said. “Do you want me to buck those up,
too?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out, but be careful.
Zack and I will carry while you cut.”

“Leave the logs for Zack and me to get. They
aren’t light,” Mitch warned.

“I won’t argue with that.”

Mitch started the saw and bucked up three
more trees. After loading the logs, they had a decent trailer
load.

“I think that’s good for today,” Eli said. “I
will come back soon to look for more.”

“I can help you, Da.”

“When you get ready to load, just let me
know, and we’ll harvest as many as you want. Do you have a project
in mind?”

Eli shook her head. “No, but it won’t hurt to
get these milled and drying while I come up with one.”

“Let’s go then. We can unload while you clean
and refill the chainsaw,” Mitch said.

“Thanks, guys,” Eli replied, climbing into
the back seat. “Take us home, Zack.”
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“Thanks for your help. Zack, will you store
the trailer and drive Mitch home while I hit the shower?”

“Sure thing, Da.” He stopped to drop her at
the house.

“Tell your dad we’ll come up as soon as we
get cleaned up,” Eli told Mitch.

“We will both need to shower, too. I don’t
know about y’all, but I’m ready for some red meat.”

“I could eat,” Eli agreed. “We did well
today.”

“Yes, that was a good find. Way to go,
Zack.”

Zack’s face beamed with pride at Mitch’s
praise.

“See ya later.” Eli stepped out of the Gator
and called Cruz to follow. “C’mon girl, it’s time for you to eat
also.”
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“Welcome back,” Whit called from the kitchen.
“It sounds like you hit the jackpot today.”

“We did.” Eli grinned. “We found enough
poplar for a couple of projects.”

“Anything in mind already?”

“I thought I could build Mitch and Jessie
some furniture. Starting with a dining room table with live
edges.”

“That sounds good.”

“We could mill the lumber and let it cure
this summer. It will give me some projects to work on while you all
are away at school.”

“You could also do matching coffee and end
tables,” Whit replied.

“I should have plenty of wood for that.” Eli
grinned. “I’m going to hit the shower. Zack was driving Mitch home
and should be back to shower soon. Whenever he’s ready, we can go
to Mark’s.”

“Okay, we’ve got the baked goods ready to
go.”

“Could I possibly talk you out of one
cookie?”

“We made them for us. Hang on, and I’ll get
you one.” Whit handed her a cookie and kissed her wife. “Love
you.”

“Most,” Eli said and bit into the cookie as
she walked to the stairs. “Oh, these are delicious.”


Chapter Six
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“Okay, so you have the list of things I need
you to do while we’re gone, right?” Eli asked Mitch.

“Checked and double-checked,” Mitch
teased.

“I’ll make sure he takes care of everything
while you’re gone,” Mark promised. “We may even start milling some
of that poplar.”

“Just keep it as wide as possible with some
live edges,” she requested.

“You already sound like you have some plans
in mind,” Mark said.

“Thinking about some projects that will keep
me busy while Whit and the kids are gone.”

“Do you want us to check for more poplar
while you’re gone?” Mitch asked.

“Naw, y’all stay focused on the forge. We can
work on more wood when we get back.” She looked at Mitch. “We could
mill some lumber you could sell to add to your house down payment.
I have no doubt Evan would buy every piece we can mill.”

“That’s true, and plenty of beech and some
poplar are left in the blow down. We can use some of the other wood
for firewood. It wouldn’t hurt for all of us to have a few more
cords for the winter.” Mitch grinned. “Too bad Brad isn’t here to
run the splitter.”

“Yeah, he loved that job. I bet we can teach
the twins to split and stack. By the way, I’ve asked them what they
want to do this summer before they head off to school. The only
thing decided on so far is an offshore fishing trip with
y’all.”

“That was fun.”

“Look at your production schedules to see
when you could take a week off, and I’ll find a house in Destin
again.”

“You’ve got a deal. Now go. The rest of your
family is ready to roll,” Mark teased and hugged her. “Good luck,
and have fun.”

“We will,” Eli said. She hugged Mitch and
walked toward the Expedition. She heard Cruz and returned to hug
her, too. “Guard the house, baby girl. We’ll be back soon.” Eli
turned and rushed toward the vehicle and climbed inside. “Last
chance for a bathroom break.”

“We’re all good,” Whit said.

“The Fortners have left the farm.” Eli
chuckled.

“Why does the image of The Beverly
Hillbillies pop up when you say that?” Whit asked.

“I could attach a rocking chair to the roof
if you want to be like Granny,” Eli said.

“Like who?” Mack asked.

“We have got to teach these children some
culture. Google the television show, The Beverly
Hillbillies.”

Mack pulled out her laptop to start the
search. Whit and Eli sang along with the theme song bringing the
twins to tears from laughing at them.

“You’ve got to watch at least an episode or
two,” Eli said as she reached for Whit’s hand.

“If our children start acting like Jethro and
Ellie Mae, I’m blaming you,” Whit warned.

“Not a chance. Zack could pull off Jethro,
but Mack is way too preppy for Ellie Mae. No way she’s gonna wear
Daisy Dukes.”

“Thank goodness,” Whit replied. “I love my
daughter’s preppy look.”

“I do, too,” Eli agreed.
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“Are we there yet?” Whit teased.

“The GPS says we’re only an hour from
tonight’s destination. Do you want to search the restaurants in the
area?”

“We’re going to be on the outskirts of
Baltimore, so we need to have crab cakes and Old Bay steamed
seafood,” Whit suggested.

“That sounds good to me,” Eli said. “What
about you two?”

“Have we ever had crab cakes?” Zack
asked.

“You have never had Maryland crab cakes,”
Whit said. “They are a delicacy there.”

“Shrimp is always good, in my opinion,” Mack
answered.

“That was easy enough. Do you want to find
the hotel or food first?”

“Food, please,” Zack said. “I’m starved.”

“Even after a dozen cookies?” Eli teased.

“Barely an appetizer for this growing boy.”
Zack smiled at her in the mirror.

Eli looked at Whit. “You know, after we get
done at Harvard, we could drive a bit further north to Maine for
fresh ocean lobster.”

“You would have to change some reservations,”
Whit reminded her.

“Easy peasy.” Eli laughed. “We will be in New
York tomorrow and can head out after touring Columbia.”

“I hate to turn our reservations into a
nightmare for you, but where we are staying tonight in Annapolis
would be a great spot when we return. It’s a short train ride into
the Smithsonian. The traffic and parking in DC are horrendous.”

“I love train rides,” Eli said. “That’s
probably a great idea. What do y’all think?”

“Sounds like fun to me, Da,” Mack said.

“Oh, this sounds great. Wild Country Seafood.
Wide open menu.”

“Program in the address,” Eli said.

“I’ll do it on my phone, so you don’t have to
pull over.”

“Mom, let Siri do it for you,” Zack said.

“What?”

“Like this. ‘Siri, please map a route to Wild
Country Seafood.’”

“Creating a route to Wild Country Seafood,”
the computer answered.

Whit turned to look at him, and Zack
shrugged. “I read the owner’s manual. There is so much this vehicle
can do that we haven’t tried yet.”

“I’m glad someone has read the owner’s
manual,” Eli said.

“It will even parallel park for you,” Zack
grinned.

“Really? That’s pretty awesome,” Whit
replied.

Siri pinged. “Your exit is to the right in
800 feet.”
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“I would definitely eat here again,” Eli said
as they returned to the car.

“I agree, but right now, I just want to
stretch out and let all that food digest.”

“The hotel has an indoor pool and hot tub,”
Eli informed them. “We packed suits, right?”

“Yes, we did,” Mack answered.

“Why don’t we relax in the hot tub while the
kids burn off some energy?” Eli suggested.

“They have been cooped up in a car all day.
Sounds good. Do you want to swim for a while?”

“That would be great,” Mack said.

“I’ll get us checked in while you grab our
bags,” Eli told them.

“We can get them if you want to join, Da,”
Zack said.

“Y’all take them out, and I’ll park and meet
you all inside.”

 


†

 


Eli checked them in and inquired about
reservations for the return trip and staying a few days to visit
DC. The front desk manager told them she would assemble a package
with maps to the train depot, what stops to take for the
Smithsonian and other attractions, and how to purchase a
multiple-day pass. “That would be great,” Eli said as she took the
keys.

“No problem, I’ll have the information ready
when you return. What brings you up this way?”

“We are touring Columbia and Harvard with our
twins,” Eli said.

The young woman looked at Mack and Zack.
“When will they start college?”

“They graduate with a bachelor’s and master’s
degree in a few weeks and will pursue doctoral degrees at their
chosen school in the fall.” Eli loved the look on people’s faces
when they talked about how advanced the twins were.

“I don’t mean to seem rude, but how old are
they?” The woman blushed.

“Almost seventeen,” Eli replied and saw the
shocked look on her face. “Yes, they are young, but they are also
brilliant like their mom,” Eli said. “Not this mom either.” She
chuckled.

“Amazing. I’m struggling to get my MBA. I’m
much older.”

“Great genes,” Eli said and smiled at
Whit.

“Wow. Have a great night, and let me know if
you need anything.”

“Directions to the pool and hot tub?”

“Down that hall to the right at the end. It’s
open until ten. Towels are just inside the door.”

“Perfect,” Eli answered.
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“Pull out some clothes for travel tomorrow
and change into your swimsuits,” Whit instructed as she closed the
door to the adjoining room. She pulled Eli in for a kiss. “You,
too, missy,” she teased.

“Yes, ma’am.” Eli placed her suitcase on a
rack and removed a pair of new jeans and a pullover shirt. She
undressed and slipped into a one-piece suit. Eli turned to see Whit
in a bikini, and she felt her knees grow weak. “Damn, you look
delicious in a swimsuit.”

“You’re not too bad yourself, Mrs. Fortner.”
Whit grinned.

“Why, thank you, Mrs. Fortner.” Eli chuckled
and pulled Whit into her lap.

A soft knock on the door reminded them the
twins were next door.

“Come on in,” Eli called. “All set to hit the
pool?”

“Yes, Da,” Mack replied. “Then the hot tub
with you and Mom.”

“We’re following you,” Whit said after
standing. She reached for Eli’s hand and pulled her from the
comfortable chair.

Eli used her key to open the entry door to
the pool and picked up four towels that she placed on a chair next
to the hot tub. “That looks inviting,” she said, nodding toward the
steam rising from the water’s surface.

“That should be the perfect end to a day of
driving.” Whit lowered her body slowly into the hot water as the
jets kicked in. “Oh, my, that does feel good.”

Eli watched the twins dive into the pool and
surface. “How’s the water?”

“Cold when you first jump in, but I’m sure we
will adjust,” Mack said.

“Join us in the hot tub if it feels too
cold.”

“We will, Da,” Zack answered. “Race you to
the other end and back.”

“You’re on,” Mack said and began
swimming.

“Damn, this does feel good,” Eli said as she
sunk into the bubbling water. She sat next to Whit. “This was a
great day.”

“Yes, it was. I’m excited to be in New York
tomorrow.”

“What time is the appointment at Columbia the
next day?”

“Ten. Unless the kids want to spend more time
in New York, we can leave the city and go to Boston.”

“It might be nice to explore the area around
Harvard before their meeting on Thursday,” Eli suggested.

“I think that’s very possible. I’m not
getting an overly excited vibe from the twins about Columbia,” Whit
shared. “They are both big cities, but Boston appeals to them. I’m
trying not to prejudice their decision.”

“I agree they seem to be leaning heavily
toward Harvard. I’m perfectly fine with that.”

Whit watched the kids play in the pool. “They
seem so relaxed about making this critical decision. Probably less
nervous than us,” she told Eli.
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“Do you think we will arrive in New York City
in time to take a bus tour?” Zack asked when he and Mack joined
them in the hot tub.

“It’s a little over three hours from here, so
I don’t see why not,” Eli answered.

“That may be a quick and dirty way to see
some of the city’s highlights,” Whit said. “If we see something
that perks our interest, we can plan to return.”

“Could we see Hamilton on Broadway?”
Mack asked.

“I’ll see if we can get reservations when we
return to the room,” Whit replied.

“If they are sold out, we can book a
reservation for our return trip home,” Eli promised. “Have you
considered anything else you want to do this summer besides
offshore fishing?”

Zack nodded. “We’d like to spend some time
out west to see the Grand Canyon, Yellowstone, and southern
Utah.”

Eli grinned. “That sounds like a great trip.
We could take a few weeks, fly out, rent a motor home, and go
wherever we want.”

“That would be fun. Zack and I can list
destinations and plan it when we return home.”

“Perfect, just let us know if you need our
help,” Whit offered.

“We will, Mom,” Mack answered.

Eli lifted her hand from the water. “I’m
starting to get pruned. Are we ready to return to the room? Let’s
plan to get up and move early in the morning after breakfast to see
a bit of New York City and hopefully a Broadway show.”

Zack climbed out and distributed towels to
everyone as they exited the hot tub.

When they neared the front desk, Eli smelled
the aroma of cookies. “Do I smell cookies?”

“I just put a fresh batch out,” the young
woman replied. “There are cartons of milk in the bin next to
them.”

“Thanks,” Eli answered.

After cookies and milk, they separated for
the evening to shower and head to bed. “We will see you two in the
morning,” Eli said as she propped the door between their rooms.
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“I’m so conflicted,” Whit whispered as she
snuggled into Eli’s body.

Eli chuckled. “Why’s that?”

“One minute, I look at the twins and see the
young adults they are growing into, and in a flash, I still see my
babies, so innocent and sweet.”

“They are both and more. They will be
fantastic adults, but no matter how old they get, they will always
be our babies.” Eli kissed the top of Whit’s head. “We did well
raising them.”

“Yes, we did,” Whit said as she rested her
head on Eli’s shoulder. “I’m glad they mentioned Hamilton.
I’ve wanted to see that for ages.”

“I never knew that,” Eli stated. “All you
need to do is let me know if there is something you want to see or
do, and we’ll make it happen.”

“I know, but it just didn’t seem that
important then. We will have more time on our hands than we know
what to do with soon enough,” Whit promised.

“Don’t remind me.” Eli chuckled. “I love
you.”

“I love you most.”
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Eli’s bladder woke her at five the following
day, and she could hear the shower running next door. She peeked
her head into their room and found Mack repacking her bag. “Y’all
are up early,” she whispered.

Mack smiled at Eli. “We couldn’t sleep any
longer. We thought we’d get dressed and eat breakfast while you and
Mom get ready. We can load the bags while you eat.”

“I guess I’d better get your mom up then,”
Eli replied.

She walked to the bed and sat next to Whit.
She ran her hand through her wife’s hair and leaned down to kiss
her awake. “Good morning,” Eli said as Whit’s eyes fluttered
open.

“Good morning.” Whit stretched and looked at
the clock. “Five o’clock?”

“Our children are already awake and preparing
to break camp.” Eli chuckled. “They will go eat while we shower and
dress and then come back to load the bags.”

“They’ve got a good head start on us, so I
think we need to shower together, to save some time.” Whit
grinned.

“I agree completely,” Eli said and walked to
the bathroom to start the shower.
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Zack was finishing his breakfast when they
arrived. “Any recommendations?” Eli asked.

“The biscuits and gravy were edible, but they
aren’t yours, Mom,” he answered.

“I had cooked to order eggs, bacon, fried
potatoes, and toast,” Mack replied.

“That’s probably a better option. I could go
for an omelet,” Eli replied.

“That does sound good,” Zack replied.

“Shall I order two?” Eli asked.

“Better make it three. I’ll start on some
toast, and the kids can get our coffee and juice.”

“The works?” Eli asked.

“No mushrooms or peppers for me,” Whit
replied.

“Got it.” Eli walked over to the kitchen
window to order their breakfast. When she returned, she noticed
Mack and Zack’s suitcases. “All set and ready to go?” she
asked.

“Yes, Da,” Mack answered.

“Did you double-check the room so you didn’t
leave charging cords or anything behind?” Whit asked.

“We are all set. Are your bags packed?” Mack
asked.

“Yes, do you want to get them while we wait
for breakfast?” Eli asked.

Mack nodded.

“Look behind us, too, in case we missed
anything.”

“Got it, Da.” The twins left the breakfast
area.

“I bet they hardly slept last night.” Whit
chuckled.

“You’re probably right.”

“Here we go,” a server replied. “Three
monster omelets.”

“Thank you so much,” Eli said as the woman
placed the plates on the table.

“Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Will do. Thanks,” Whit replied.

“These look delicious.” Eli cut a bite of the
meat-filled eggs.

“Wow, that is huge,” Zack said when they
returned with the last two suitcases.

“Cut me off a section,” Mack said.

When breakfast was consumed, Eli looked at
the twins. “Who’s ready to drive?”

“I am,” Zack said.

Eli tossed him the keys. “Load the bags and
pick your mom and me up at the front door.”

“Yes, ma’am.” His broad smile filled his
face.

“Are you sure that’s a good thing?” Whit
whispered when the twins were outside.

“They need to learn to drive in heavier
traffic sometime. It might as well be now. They can each drive an
hour, and you can bring us into New York City.”

“I know they’ve both passed their tests and
have been practicing, but this is different.”

“It’s primarily interstate but busy
interstate,” Eli said. “If either of them is uncomfortable, we can
take over. Have faith.”

“Fine, but you ride up front,” Whit
teased.

“Deal,” Eli replied and checked them out of
the hotel.
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“Here’s the plan. We are a little over three
hours from New York City. Each of you will drive for an hour. It’s
primarily interstate, but much heavier and faster traffic than
you’re used to driving. If you don’t feel comfortable, it’s not a
problem. Your mom or I will take over. Drive the speed limit, obey
the signs, and let your training take over. Got it?”

“Got it, Da,” Zack said.

Mack looked less sure of herself when she
climbed into the back seat with Whit. “You okay?” Whit
whispered.

“A bit nervous is all,” Mack replied.

“Here is the address you need to plug into
the GPS.” Eli showed Zack on her phone.

“Hail Mary, full of grace, pray for us
sinners, now and at the time of our death, amen,” Eli said and made
the sign of the cross.

Zack looked at her. “Really?”

“It never hurts to have some extra
protection. Seatbelts, everyone,” Eli said and pulled on her
sunglasses. “I reckon we need to find you two some nice shades,
too, if you’re going to be driving.” She turned to look at Whit.
“Will you find an Oakley dealer on our way?”

“Sure,” Whit said and pulled out her
phone.

“Wait, Mom,” Zack said. “Siri, please route
us to the nearest Oakley sunglass dealer,” he requested.

“Searching,” Siri answered. “One hundred
miles ahead on your current route is an Oakley outlet. Would you
like me to program the address for you?”

“Yes, please, Siri,” Zack said. “There won’t
be anything closer, and the sun is just rising.”

“You can use mine, Son,” Whit said. “They are
in the console.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Zack opened the console and
pulled on the glasses. “I’m ready to rock and roll now.” He
chuckled.

Eli took a deep breath. “Okay, right out of
the parking lot and follow the directions to the interstate.”

Zack eased into the traffic flow, and Eli saw
his white knuckle grip on the steering wheel. She could feel his
heart rate racing in his chest. “Accelerate to cruising speed and
relax, but pay attention to your surroundings. It’s not your skill
that worries me but the recklessness of other drivers, so be
prepared.”

“Got it,” Zack answered.

Eli relaxed into her seat but kept her eyes
on the traffic. In the back seat, Whit and Mack checked on
reservations for Hamilton and a New York City bus tour. “We
are in good time for the bus tour and Broadway.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to find somewhere to eat
dinner close to the theater,” Eli suggested.

“We’re on it,” Whit answered. “Oh, there’s a
Buca di Beppo very close. Everyone up for Italian?”

“Good food and lots of it,” Zack said. “I
think I’m entering another growth spurt. I’m hungry all the
time.”

“Probably so. I’ll book a reservation for
five o’clock. That should give us plenty of time.”
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They hadn’t reached the Oakley store when his
hour was up. Eli asked. “Are you good for a few more miles?”

“Yes, Da. I am. Only fifteen more to
Oakley.”

She turned in her seat to look at Mack. “Are
you ready to drive?”

Mack nodded her head. “Yes, I’m good,
Da.”

“I may have to kick back for a nap with all
these drivers,” Eli teased.

They all left the store sporting new Oakley
sunglasses and looking rather stylish.

“I’m too sexy for these glasses,” Eli sang as
they returned to the car.

“What?” Mack asked.

“Da is aging herself. There was a song by
Right Said Fred called ‘I’m Too Sexy,’ from way back in the
day.”

“Okay, we’ve got to hear this,” Zack
said.

“Wait for it,” Eli said. “Siri, play ‘I’m Too
Sexy.’”

“Good job, Da.” Mack laughed.

They all danced in their seats to the upbeat
music.

“That was fantastic,” Mack said. “You need to
share more of your music with us on our road trips.”

“We will, but not until we all get
comfortable driving this new beast,” Eli said. “Ready?”

Mack smiled. “Ready, Da.”
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“Take this next exit, and let’s fuel up,” Eli
instructed Mack.

“Finally, I could use a bathroom break,” Whit
groaned from the back seat.

“All you had to do was ask,” Eli teased. She
looked at Mack. “The gas tank is on your side, but don’t get too
close.”

“I’ll pump it, Da,” Zack said when his sister
pulled up to the pump.

Eli handed him a credit card. “Clean the
windshield, too, please, while the fuel is pumping. You did an
excellent job driving. I’m very proud of you both.”

“That was fun,” Mack admitted. “Once I got
over the nerves.”

Whit made a beeline for the restrooms. “We
can go inside for snacks once we’re done fueling,” Eli told the
twins.

Eli watched Zack clean the windshield. “Wow,
I can see again,” she joked.

“It was dirty,” he answered and jogged around
to top off the tank. He handed Eli the card and receipt when he
climbed into the car.

“Pull up to the store, and let’s check on
Mom. She should have been out by now.”

As Whit emerged from the store, Mack eased
the car into a parking spot. “Sorry to take so long. I couldn’t
decide on a snack.”

“No problem. We will use the restroom and get
some drinks and snacks too. Your turn to drive, so eat up before we
hit the road.”

Eli emerged from the restroom to start
grazing the snack aisle. She selected a bag of red Twizzlers bites
and BBQ chips topped off with a Mountain Dew. She turned to watch
as Mack picked out jellybeans and a bag of Fritos. Zack went for
the frosted honey bun and a can of mixed nuts.

“Grab us a couple of dews, please, Zack.”

“You got it, Sis,” he answered.

Whit had finished her cinnamon roll when they
climbed inside and looked at all the snacks they had purchased.
“Twizzlers? Dang, I didn’t see those.”

“You were probably blinded by the cinnamon
rolls. I might be convinced to share,” Eli said. She opened the top
of the bag and set it in the console between them. “Don’t go crazy
on them.”

Whit pulled two of the bite-sized treats out
of the bag. “For starters.” She smiled and started the car. “I know
we’ll arrive too early to check into the hotel, but what if we park
there and take a taxi to the bus line? Parking here is no better
than DC.”

“That’s fine with me. The hotel may let us
check in early and call a taxi while we store our bags.”

When they pulled into the hotel, they were
met with valet service. “If your rooms are not ready, we can store
your bags,” a cheerful young man said.

“Will you be able to call a taxi for us?” Eli
asked.

“I’ll be delighted. I’ll get your bags if you
want to check with the front desk about your rooms. I’ll ring up a
taxi for you as well.”

Eli walked inside with Whit to the front desk
to find their rooms were ready for them. “Ralph, our doorman, will
deliver the bags to your rooms.”

“Thank you,” Eli said, handing the man a
ten-dollar bill.

“Enjoy your day in the city,” he said,
tipping his hat to Eli.

The young valet waited for them. “Is there
anything you need from the car before I park it?”

“My camera bag,” Whit said. She walked to the
back seat to retrieve it.

“Your taxi will be here in a few minutes. You
can wait inside or on one of the benches.”

“I think we’ll stay outside and enjoy this
pretty day,” Eli told him, handing him a tip. “How long will it
take to reach Columbia University Irving Center from here?”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Yes, at ten,” Eli answered.

“You’ll need to leave here no later than
8:30. Do you plan to drive yourself?”

“I don’t want to arrive in a taxi for the
kid’s interview. Do you have a car service contract?”

“We do.” He smiled. “Do you want me to
arrange a half-day service for you?”

“Better make it the entire day in case we run
longer.”

“No worries, it will convert to an hourly
rate after the fourth hour. It will be less stressful, and a
professional driver can get you there more quickly. What type of
interview are you attending?”

“Doctoral school for the twins,” Eli replied
and chuckled at his shocked facial expression as he looked at Mack
and Zack. “They are sixteen but exceptionally brilliant. They are
interviewing at Columbia and Harvard this week.”

“Congratulations, you must be very proud of
them. My name is Sam, and I will be working in the morning, so I
will let you know when your car arrives.”

“Thank you, Sam. We’ll see you in the
morning. We are doing a bus tour this afternoon and seeing
Hamilton tonight.”

“Good choices for seeing the city,” Sam
replied. “Have fun. I think that’s your taxi now.” He pointed to a
yellow-checkered cab.
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Zack climbed into the second-row seating for
the ride to the tour bus depot. Traffic, pedestrians, and bicycle
couriers were everywhere and zipped past the taxi. “It’s bustling
here,” he said.

“The city that never sleeps,” Mack reminded
him.

“She’s right. Life never slows down in the
city,” the driver replied. “You picked a good way to see some
highlights for a limited time,” he said. “If you see something that
intrigues you, note it, and you can return for a leisurely visit.
There is so much to see and do in the wonderful city.”

“It would probably take weeks to hit the
highlights,” Whit said.

“Are we still planning to leave tomorrow?”
Mack asked.

“That’s entirely up to y’all. Do you have
something in mind?” Eli asked.

Mack nodded. “The Mutter Museum of Medical
History in Philadelphia is only an hour or so away. Could we visit
there before driving into Boston?”

“Absolutely,” Eli said. “I will take you
anywhere you want to go.”

Eli saw a look pass between Whit and Mack.
“What?”

“Be forewarned, the Mutter is an odd place,
and you will see some strange things,” Whit stated.

“I’m not worried. I’ve got three brilliant
scientists to get me out of any jam we get into there.” Eli
grinned.

After several more harrowing turns, the
driver pulled in front of the bus depot. “Here you go, folks,” he
said.

Eli paid the fare and tipped the driver. “My
personal number is on the back of the card. Call me when you’re
ready, and I’ll take you to your next destination.”

“Thank you,” Eli said, tucking the receipt in
her pocket.

Whit claimed their bus tickets, and after a
final bathroom visit, they climbed onto the bus to claim their
seats.

Whit and Eli sat behind the twins. “Do y’all
feel a strange energy here? Or is it my imagination?”

Whit quickly glanced down the front of her
shirt to find her amulet glowing. “Not your imagination. There are
other Sky People here.”

“I would imagine quite a few in a city this
size,” Zack said. “If we can feel them, they can feel us.”

“Keep your eyes open,” Eli said.

The tour guide and bus driver were the last
to enter the bus and were soon on their way. Whit was glad Eli had
an interior seat and could not see the mere inches between the bus
and other vehicles and fixtures. She would be stressed to the max
and wouldn’t enjoy a minute of the tour. As it was, Eli listened
intently to the tour guide’s explanation of various buildings. She
was just as wrapped up in history as the twins. Whit smiled and
watched the excited faces of her family.
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The mood on the bus was excitedly happy until
they reached the site of the Twin Towers Museum. It was a somber
moment as the guide pointed out the twin reflecting pools and the
events that shook the nation. Even though they were not yet born,
Whit could feel the sadness emanating from her children as they
listened to the tragedy that cost so many lives.

“Why are people so cruel to each other?” Mack
projected to Whit.

“It is a long story that we can discuss when
we get on the road tomorrow. I want you both to focus on the rest
of the day and take in everything you can,” Whit answered.

When they finished the tour, the smiles had
returned to their faces. “Who’s ready for some dinner?”

Eli contacted the taxi driver, and he took
them to Buca’s. “We will need a ride to Broadway after we eat if
you will be in the area.”

“For you, I will be.” He smiled.

“Thanks. I’ll be calling you soon.”

Once they were seated and reviewed the menu,
Eli looked up. “Are y’all fine ordering a small family meal and
maybe some appetizers? That way, we shouldn’t have considerable
leftovers to go to waste. If you’re hungry after the show, we can
stop for a slice of pizza or something else,” Eli said, looking at
Zack.

“Chicken Alfredo?” Whit asked. “It comes with
salad and garlic bread, too.”

“Can we order fried mozzarella sticks for
appetizers?” Mack asked.

“Absolutely,” Eli replied and gave the server
their orders.
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After gorging themselves with the fantastic
meal, Eli asked, “Anyone up for dessert?”

“If I eat any more, I won’t stay awake during
the show,” Zack said.

Whit looked around at the nearly empty
platters. “We did pretty well knocking this out.”

“Yeah, we did. I’m glad we didn’t order the
large portions.” Eli called the taxi driver and paid the bill.

 


†

 


They weren’t far from the theater where
Hamilton was being performed. “Maybe we should have walked
here and burnt off some dinner,” Whit teased.

“It would have been more like waddling, and
they might have picked us up as escaped penguins from the zoo. I
have to admit that the food was terrific.”

“Yes, it was, Da, and we didn’t go away
hungry,” Zack added.

The theater was beautiful. Whit and the kids
examined the lobby while Eli picked up their tickets.

“I’m going to use the restroom, and then we
can go to our seats. It’s a three-hour show with one intermission
halfway through, so go now if you can,” Eli warned.

The usher led them to their seats. “These are
perfect,” Whit told Eli. “Great view of the stage.”

The theater filled up quickly, and the show
began when the lights flickered for everyone to take their seats.
Eli glanced at the twins, who were both glued to the stage. She
reached over, covered Whit’s hand, and gently squeezed it. This was
a great idea, and everyone seemed to enjoy the performance. During
the intermission, Mack and Zack talked excitedly about the
show.

“Thank you for bringing us, Da. This is so
much fun,” Zack said.

“It has been fun, hasn’t it?” Eli agreed. “We
will have to do this more often.”

“That would be great,” Mack replied. “We
could see Phantom of the Opera, Wicked, Cats,
and much more.”

“I think we’ve created theater buffs,” Whit
told Eli.

“I can handle that. Asheville offers Broadway
shows occasionally, or we can fly up for a long weekend and see
several shows.”

“That might be a good item to put on your
summer trip list,” Whit told them.

“Can we, Da?” Zack asked.

Eli nodded. “That would be fun.”

“Maybe a trip after you’ve graduated from
Duke next month,” Whit suggested.

“Deal. We will start looking up shows and let
you know,” Zack promised.

“Sounds perfect to me.” The lights flickered.
“Time for the rest of the show,” Eli stated.

After the final act, applause filled the
theater, and the performers took their curtain call.

“That was amazing,” Mack said, and Whit could
see her daughter’s excitement. “What’s next?” she teased.

“Back to the hotel to prepare for your big
day tomorrow,” Whit told them. “We need to double-check your
outfits to see if they need to be touched up.”

Eli placed her arm across Zack’s shoulders.
“Are you still full, or do you need a snack?”

“Well, that depends. What did you have in
mind?”

“I bet we could find an ice cream place
between here and the hotel if you want sweet, or we can find a
pizza place if you want a slice.”

“Who visits New York without getting a slice
of New York pizza?” Zack laughed.

Eli called the taxi driver. “I’m less than a
block away. I’ll be right there.”

“I was afraid you would be off-duty,” Eli
said when they climbed inside.

“My shift ended twenty minutes ago, but I
knew you’d need a ride to the hotel,” he answered.

“Do we have time for one stop?” Eli
asked.

“Where to?”

“Zack wants to try a slice of New York’s
finest pizza,” she explained.

“Trust me, a slice will not be enough. Better
get a small pie to share. I know just the spot, and they will have
hot pies ready for the theater attendees.”

“Just the ticket we need,” Whit stated.

When they arrived, Eli and Zack stepped out
of the car. “May we get you something?”

“No, my missus will have something cooked
when I get home, but thank you for offering.”

“My pleasure,” Eli said, then led Zack into
the small pizzeria.

“Can we do a medium and a two-liter of soda?”
Mack asked.

“Pepperoni?”

“That sounds good.”

Eli handed Zack the credit card to place the
order. “Remember to get plates, cups, and napkins.”

Zack nodded and approached the counter to
place the order.

Eli listened with pride as he placed the
order perfectly, added a tip, and paid for the purchase while the
order was prepared.

He turned to her with his arms full. “Will
you take the bags with the goodies, and I’ll carry the soda and
pie?”

“Oh, my word, that smell is going to kill me
on the ride back,” Whit said as she took the pie from Zack.

“Just wait until you bite into a slice,” the
driver teased. “Pure pizza heaven.”

“Thank you for getting us around today,” Eli
said when they unloaded at the hotel.

“It has been my pleasure.”

She paid the fare and handed him a
fifty-dollar tip. “Thank you for working over for us and the great
pizza tip.”

“I hope you will keep my card and give me a
call when you return. But now, you’d better go before that young
man devours the pizza.” He laughed.

The pizza was exceptional, and all six slices
were devoured. “I can’t believe we finished that off after dinner,”
Whit declared.

“We will definitely remember that spot,” Eli
said. She picked up her phone and began programming numbers. “I’m
adding our driver and the pizzeria to my contacts.” Eli grinned.
She looked at her family. “I want to thank you all for a beautiful
day.”

“Thank you, Da and Mom. That was an
incredible day,” Mack said.

“Yes, it was. I’ve checked our clothes for
tomorrow, and we’re in good shape. Let’s plan to load our bags in
the morning after breakfast and be ready for the car service by
eight. We can leave when we return and drive to Philadelphia.”

“After visiting the Mutter, we can grab a
Philly cheese steak and drive to Boston tomorrow night. It might be
a long day, but our appointment at Harvard isn’t until one. Or, we
can layover in Philly and drive in the next morning.”

“We’ll play it by ear. I bet the Mutter will
take longer than we think,” Whit said.

Eli nodded. “That’s no problem. We can eat a
hearty breakfast in the morning and grab something on the road to
save some time.”

“Don’t forget to set your alarms. I’ll
double-check to ensure you’re awake in the morning,” Whit told the
twins.

“Goodnight, Da,” Mack and Zack said before
hugging and kissing Eli.

“We love you both,” they said after kissing
Whit.

“We love you most,” Eli teased.

“No way, man.” Zack chuckled.

Eli pointed to the door. “Go. You will never
win that argument. Goodnight.”
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“Today was great, but I’m glad to be snuggled
beside you. I’m tired,” Whit replied.

Eli wrapped her arms around Whit. “That makes
two of us. I think the kids had a great day, and I know I did.”

“Me, too.” Whit snuggled into Eli.

“It’s going to be a big day tomorrow. The
kids don’t seem nervous at all, though.”

“Probably not as nervous as you and I,” Whit
replied.

“I know we probably shouldn’t be nervous.
Zack and Mack will choose what feels good for them, and if it’s not
either of these schools, we will keep looking.”

“Agreed. It has to be the right spot for
them. I trust their decisions.”

Eli kissed the top of Whit’s head. “I must
admit, I’m enjoying road-tripping with you three.”

“Me, too. It’s been a lot of fun, and it’s
just begun.”

“Goodnight, my love,” Eli said.

“Sweet dreams,” Whit replied.
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When they entered the Medical Research
facility, they were met immediately by the dean, who personally
provided them with a tour. Eli and Whit lagged behind the twins,
allowing them to ask and answer questions. She became irritated
when the dean kept looking to her and Whit for answers instead of
the kids. It became apparent he didn’t know the twins’ intellect or
their maturity level. Eli could sense the same frustration
emanating from Whit. The twins didn’t seem to mind, or they didn’t
show it.

Eli was relieved when the tour ended, and the
twins had no other questions. “Thank you for your time and the
tour,” Eli said.

“It was my pleasure.” He handed the twins a
packet of information. “Here are your applications to be completed.
I hope to hear from you very soon. We are very excited to add you
to our enrollment.”

“Thank you,” they answered, following Eli and
Whit to the car.

Mack held the door open for them and climbed
inside. “Excuse me, Da, in advance, but let’s get the hell out of
dodge.”

Whit and Eli looked at each other and started
laughing. “Mom and I have been thinking the same thing for an hour,
but we didn’t want to say anything to prejudice your decision.”

“He seemed more interested in talking to you
than he did us,” Mack said. “Totally disrespectful.”

“Okay, so we strike Columbia off the list. We
want you to know that we stand by any decision the two of you make.
If Harvard isn’t a good fit, we keep looking until we find the
right place.”

“Yes, Da, we agree. You and Mom have invested
so much time and effort into preparing us, we don’t want to
disappoint you,” Zack said.

Eli reached for both of her children. “There
is nothing to worry about there. If you don’t take one additional
step in furthering your education, your mom and I couldn’t be
prouder, but we know good things are ahead for you.”

Whit nodded. “You are destined to bring great
things into the world, but you will always be our children, and
your happiness is our main concern. We love bragging about your
success, but we want you to know it’s okay to say enough is
enough.”

“Thanks,” Zack said. “Can we change clothes
before we get on the road?”

“We’ve already checked out, but I’m sure we
can change in the dressing room by the pool. You’re right. We will
all travel better in comfy clothes,” Eli agreed. “Will you request
our car from the valet while I take care of the car service?”

“I will. Jeans and a pullover for you?”

“And some sneakers. These shoes are killing
my feet.”

The young man at the valet desk smiled when
they approached. “How’d it go at Columbia?” he asked the twins.

“It was an okay visit, but we weren’t all
that impressed,” Zack answered.

“A bit on the snooty side?” he teased.

“Yeah. Just not the spot for us,” Mack
said.

“On to Harvard, then?”

“Heading there now after we change clothes,”
Whit said. “Is it okay to use the dressing rooms at the pool to
change?”

“Goodness, yes. I’ll bring your car around
and get you a key to the pool area.”

“Thanks,” Whit replied.
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“Philly, here we come,” Eli said as she
merged onto the highway. She winked at Whit. “Siri, please map a
route to the Mutter Museum in Philadelphia.”

“Mapping a route to the Mutter Museum. Do you
want to hear information on the Mutter Museum?”

“Yes, please, Siri,” Whit replied.

They listened to a brief description of the
Mutter Museum, and Eli shook her head. “I may have to get me one of
these. That is just too cool.”

“I’d bet they have a truck with all these
bells and whistles,” Whit replied. “Maybe time for a trade?”

“I could swap with Mitch and trade his truck
in on something new. He’s always wanted my truck.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Whit agreed.

Eli asked, “Anyone hungry?”

“No, Da. We still have snacks left over from
yesterday,” Mack replied.

“So, we won’t fall out waiting until after
the museum to hunt down a Philly cheese steak?”

Everybody looked at Zack. “I think I’ll
survive. Got any of those Twizzlers left?”

Eli reached into the console and pulled out a
new bag. “My emergency stash.” She handed the bag to Zack.
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They spent hours inside the Mutter, and Eli
realized they could easily have spent a day or more discovering
everything the museum had to offer. “Why don’t we add a return here
to our Smithsonian trip?”

“That’s a great idea. There is so much to see
here,” Mack said.

“I don’t know about y’all, but I’m getting
hungry,” Eli stated.

Zack grinned. “I could eat.”

“I did a little research,” Whit said. “Two of
the top spots in Philly are Geno’s and Pat’s, which are literally
across the street from one another. Why don’t we split up and buy
two from each place to compare?”

Zack nodded. “That’s a great idea. Let’s
go.”
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Eli was lucky enough to find a parking spot
at Geno’s. “Why don’t you and Mack buy here and grab us a picnic
table while Zack and I go to Pat’s?”

When they emerged from the SUV, Zack groaned.
“The smell alone is killing me.”

“Better get the largest size you can and
maybe an extra.” Eli smiled at Whit. “We’ll do the same.”

“We’re on it,” Whit replied.

“Ready, son?” Eli asked Zack.

Zack grinned at her. “I was born ready. Let’s
go.”

When they regrouped back at Geno’s, they
spread out the six sandwiches and began comparing the two
restaurants. They devoured the sandwiches, fries, and sodas with
little conversation.

Eli looked at Zack. “I honestly can’t say
which is better. They are both fantastic.”

Zack sighed after swallowing a last bite. “I
can’t either. Could we take one more from each place for
later?”

Whit smiled at her son. “That’s a great idea.
You two have to do the ordering, though.” She handed each of them a
twenty. “Have them wrapped for travel.”

Eli smiled at Whit. “That was delicious.
Great idea.”

Whit nodded. “I get so tickled watching Zack
eat. I swear I don’t know where he puts all that food.”

“He can certainly eat. Do we drive on to our
hotel in Boston?”

“Yes, if you’re up for the drive,” Whit
replied.

“That vehicle practically drives itself,” Eli
teased. “Let’s program our route while we wait on the kids.”

When Zack and Mack returned, they climbed
inside. “All set,” Eli asked.

“Yes, Da. Thank you,” Mack said.

“That was a great choice for supper,” Zack
added.

“I thought so, too.”
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Eli merged into traffic, and both kids were
sleeping when she glanced into the rearview mirror. She looked at
Whit to tell her to peek at the kids to find her dozing, too. Eli
lowered the volume on the GPS and drove to the outskirts of Boston
to their hotel. Whit was startled awake when she slowed and turned
the blinker on to exit the highway.

“Welcome back, sleeping beauty.”

Whit wiped at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to drift off on you, but my stomach was so full it got the
best of me.”

“You weren’t the only one,” Eli said, nodding
toward the back seat. “We are almost at the hotel if you want to
wake the kids up.”

“You have arrived at your destination,” Siri
announced, and Mack’s eyes flew open.

Whit shook Zack’s leg. “Time to wake up.”

“I’m sorry, Da, I didn’t mean to fall
asleep,” Zack told Eli.

“No problem. Siri and I just cruised on into
Boston,” she teased. Eli pulled into the hotel. “If you grab our
bags, I’ll park and join you inside.”

“On it, Da,” Zack said. He jogged inside for
a luggage cart.

Zack and Eli pulled out the bags while Mack
took the prized cheese steaks.

“Better find us some sodas. It’s been a few
hours since Zack has eaten,” Eli teased and ruffled her son’s
hair.

“I don’t think I could eat another bite,”
Whit said.

“Good, more for Zack and me,” Eli replied,
high-fiving Zack’s palm.

“Hey, what about me?” Mack complained.

“You and I will share one,” Eli promised.
“Maybe with some chips.”

“We can check out their food pantry,” Mack
said.

“I’ll be inside in just a minute,” Eli
said.

Whit picked up a bag of snacks as Eli walked
inside. “The kids are already on the way to the rooms.”

They passed Zack returning the cart to the
lobby as they reached their rooms. “That was fast,” Eli told
him.

Zack grinned. “I’ll be right back.”

The garment bags were already hung, and their
other bags were placed on suitcase racks when they entered the
room. Mack was removing the sandwiches from the bag.

“Do you want this heated, Da?”

“Maybe just a bit to heat up the cheese, but
I don’t want it smoking hot,” Eli replied.

“Not me. I’m going to eat mine straight out
of the wrapper,” Zack said as he walked back into the room.

Whit checked their clothes for the next day
while the others ate. “I think we are all good to go. We can have
an excellent breakfast, shower, and get dressed for your
interviews.”

“I’m glad it’s not until the afternoon,” Zack
said. “We can sleep in a little bit.”

Eli laughed. “Like that’s going to
happen.”

Zack shrugged. “Maybe. My stomach is
definitely full again.”

“Maybe that will last through the night,”
Whit teased. “I’m going to get into some comfy clothes and watch a
movie. I think the Avatar movie is on the menu.”

“May we join you?” Mack asked.

“Of course you can,” Whit replied. “Come over
to the room when you’re ready. Bring some extra pillows.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Zack answered.
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Twenty minutes later, they were stretched out
on the king-sized bed with the twins propped up on pillows between
them. Whit was setting up the movie on the television, and Eli felt
her heart smile. Life doesn’t get any better than this.

Mack snuggled into her. “Thanks for a great
day, Da.”

“I had a blast with you all,” Eli answered.
“We’ll do it again tomorrow.”

It was a long movie, and the kids were nearly
asleep when it ended. “Go brush your teeth and get ready for bed. I
don’t think any of us will have trouble sleeping tonight.” She
kissed and hugged both of her children. “Love ya.”

“We love you, too, Da and Mom,” Zack
answered.

“Goodnight,” Whit told them. When she looked
at Eli, she was smiling.

“What?” Eli said as she cocked her head.

“Our babies don’t call me mommy anymore. Does
that mean they are all grown up?”

“Growing up, yes, but they will always be our
babies.”


Chapter Nine

[image: ]






 


 


“Do you want to drive this morning since you
know the area?” Eli asked Whit.

“Sure. It’s been years since I graduated from
MIT, but maybe it hasn’t changed too much.”

“I forgot you attended MIT,” Mack said. “So
this is like your old stomping grounds?”

“I wouldn’t describe it as such. I didn’t
have much of a social life when I was at MIT. I rarely left campus
or the labs, for that matter.”

“Did you not enjoy your studies?” Zack
asked.

“I enjoyed them too much and forgot to have
some fun. I don’t want that to happen to you two. There is so much
to see and do in the area.”

“Was that because you were young and on your
own?” Mack asked.

Whit nodded. “Largely, yes, but I was also
considerably introverted in school. My age had a lot to do with it.
I couldn’t go out and party like most of my peers, so I put extra
effort into my studies.”

“We promise we won’t do that, and we can
explore places you missed out on. We’re even close enough to return
to Philly for more cheese steaks,” Zack teased. “It’s comforting to
know you will be here with us.”

“You sound pretty confident about Harvard,”
Eli replied.

“This has been our top choice all along. But,
if we disapprove, we know we can look at others,” Mack said.

“That’s right. No need to rush into a
decision,” Whit agreed.
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Whit crossed the bridge into Cambridge and
gave them a tour of the MIT campus, and then they rode through
Harvard.

“It feels less hectic here than at Columbia,”
Zack said. “It doesn’t feel like a rat race.”

Eli chuckled. “That’s a spot-on observation
of New York. Cambridge does have a different feel to it.”

Whit pulled into a spot in front of the
Biomedical Sciences complex. “We are early by a half hour. Do you
want to see if we can start the tour early?”

“Sure,” Mack replied.

“Check in with the receptionist and see if
Dr. Marks is available early,” Eli suggested.
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“Good morning. May I help you?”

“We are Mack and Zack Fortner, and we have an
appointment with Dr. Marks this afternoon, but we are early,” Zack
said. “Would you check to see if he’s available, please?”

The woman chuckled. “He’s already called me
twice, so I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you early. Let me give him
a call.”

“Thank you,” Zack replied.

“He’ll be right down,” the woman informed
them.

A moment later, the elevator pinged, and a
tall man emerged. He strode quickly over to Mack and Zack. “It’s so
good to finally meet you.” He held out his hand to Mack and then to
Zack. “I am so excited to show you our facilities.” He looked at
Whit and Eli. “I’m David Marks. Thank you for bringing your
children to our program. If you follow me, we can get started.”
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Eli was impressed that the man was focused on
Zack and Mack rather than her and Whit. He seemed very at ease
speaking with the kids, and they enjoyed talking with him as they
completed the tour of the facilities. It was a totally different
vibe from Columbia.

“These are impressive facilities,” Mack
stated as they moved from one lab section to another.

Several students stopped to greet them, and
they didn’t appear surprised by the young age of the twins. One
young woman spent some time chatting with them. “I understand you
are graduating from Duke in a few weeks. I did some undergraduate
study there a few years ago.”

“Yes, we graduate with bachelor’s and
master’s degrees,” Zack replied.

“That’s amazing. Do you know what field
you’re most interested in pursuing?” The woman smacked her
forehead. “I’m sorry. I’m Sandy. I’m in my first year of studies
here. I get so excited talking science, I forget my manners.”

Zack laughed softly. “No worries. I’m Zack,
and this is my twin sister, Mack.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Sandy
replied.

“We want to concentrate on biomedical
research,” Mack answered.

Sandy smiled. “We could be working together
on some projects then.”

“Awesome,” Zack replied.

“I hope to see you around this fall,” Sandy
replied. “I need to get back to work.”

“Nice to meet you,” Mack said.

“If you don’t mind a short ride, I’ll show
you our faculty housing. I’ll admit the people at MIT are jealous
that your mom will join us instead of returning to her Alma
Mater.”

“Is there some potential for cross-studies
between the two?” Whit asked.

“Always, but we don’t highly advertise that.”
David smiled. “It’s prevalent, especially in Astrophysics. They
have the premier program, so we share facilities with them.”

“That’s good to know,” Whit replied.

They climbed aboard a covered golf cart and
drove a short distance to a group of stone houses on campus.

“The houses aren’t huge, but should more than
meet your needs. They are also very convenient to our facility,”
David informed them. He opened a door and led them inside.

“Three bedrooms, two baths, and a full
kitchen. We could also arrange a food package if you prefer to dine
at the multiple cafeteria options on campus.”

“No way. We love home-cooked meals,” Zack
said.

“As you can see, the house is fully
furnished, and the kitchen is well stocked with equipment and
cooking supplies. All it needs is you,” he told Zack and Mack.

“That definitely sweetens the pot,” Zack
replied with a smile.

They sat in the den while Eli and Whit walked
through the house. “So, what questions do you have?” David asked
the twins as they walked down the hall.

“What do you think?” Eli asked Whit inside
one of the bedrooms.

“It’s larger than it looks from the outside.
I think it would suit us well,” Whit said.

Eli was peering through a window. “That’s a
plus.”

Whit walked over to see a patio area with a
fire pit and a gas grill with a table and several chairs. “Not like
at home, but having an outdoor area is nice.”

They walked back through the house to find
the sliding glass door that led to the patio. “David missed a
highlight,” Eli teased.

The twins rushed over to view the patio
area.

“I knew I was forgetting something,” David
replied.

“I could see us eating many of our meals out
there,” Zack said.

“We need to give you more grilling lessons
this summer,” Eli said, ruffling his hair.

“I’m all over that,” Zack said. “Is there
room for a small chest freezer? We could bring up some fish filets
to cook to remind us of home.”

“Do you enjoy fishing?” David asked.

“I love to fly fish,” Zack answered.

“I do, too, and there’s some decent bass
fishing in the area. I’d be more than happy to take you fishing
anytime.”

“Not exactly our tasty trout, but I reckon it
could be fun to fish up here.”

David nodded. “I try to go as often as I can.
It’s relaxing, even if I don’t catch much.”

“He’s the great white fisherman,” Mack
teased.

“He’ll probably out-catch me then.” David
looked at Whit and Eli. “Do either of you have questions?”

“What does the scholarship cover?” Whit
asked.

“It’s all-inclusive. Books, tuition, lab
fees, and anything they need to enhance their studies. I know
you’ll want to cook some meals here, but I’ll include a cafeteria
plan in case they want to eat lunch or breakfast away from home. It
also covers the in-house coffee shop,” David said.

“That’s a big plus,” Zack said. “We could
have supper together, but we wouldn’t need to cook breakfast or
lunch unless we wanted to on the weekends.”

“What about transportation on campus?” Eli
asked.

“Most of our students walk to classes or ride
a bike or Segway. Parking is difficult at best,” he admitted. “Most
of your classes will be within two blocks of here.”

“What about in the wintertime?” Whit
asked.

“We maintain our grounds well, but a shuttle
service is available on a limited schedule. Many students prefer to
walk in the winter.”

“Too bad we can’t bring a Gator,” Zack
joked.

“I think we can survive traveling a few
blocks,” Whit replied.

“We will also provide a stipend for you once
you decide what studies you want to complete or if you’ll do any
teaching here or at MIT. They have agreed to a stipend as
well.”

“So, what’s the next step if Zack and Mack
decide to attend Harvard?”

“We enroll them for the fall semester,
arrange classes, and have them undergo a short single-day
orientation program.”

“When will you need to know?” Whit asked.

“The sooner, the better, but no later than
early July,” David answered.

“That’s reasonable,” Whit agreed.

“How long do you plan on staying in the
area?”

“At least one more day to explore the area,”
Eli answered. “We’ve got several trips planned for the summer
before the kids start school.”
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When they got back to the SUV, Eli turned to
the twins. “Lunch?”

“Please,” Zack replied.

“Any preferences?”

“Food and lots of it.” He chuckled.

“Siri, can you find food and lots of it?” Eli
asked.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have that information,”
Siri answered.

“Siri, is there Otto’s pizza nearby?” Whit
asked.

“Mapping a route to Otto’s pizza,” Siri
answered.

“We can’t go wrong with pizza,” Whit said.
“They are famous in this area.”

“Close, too,” Eli said, looking at the
directions on the GPS.

“We can see a little more of the city before
returning to the hotel,” Whit suggested.
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“That’s some weird toppings,” Zack said.
“Mashed potatoes on pizza? No, thank you.”

“Don’t knock it until you try it,” Eli
teased.

“Nope, just give me meat and more meat on
mine,” Zack said.

After ordering and getting their drinks, they
found a seat. “So, what did you think about the visit?” Eli
asked.

Mack looked at Zack and nodded. “I think
we’ve found our school,” Zack said. “What did you think?”

“It was much better than the Columbia visit.
I liked that they focused on you, and you interacted with an actual
student. I like the city better, too,” Eli said. She looked at
Whit. “What did you think, Mom?’

“I agree. This seems to be a good spot for
you two. The housing is another plus. I will have something to keep
me busy, too. That shouldn’t sway your decision, though.”

“You are an important part of our triad,”
Mack stated. “Harvard seems to check all of the boxes for us.”

“Next step?” Eli asked.

“I say we call Dr. Marks after lunch and see
if we can start on the paperwork tomorrow if he’s available,” Whit
suggested.

“I think he will drop anything he’s doing to
be available.” Eli grinned.

“It was obvious how much he wanted the two of
you,” Whit said. “Are you one hundred percent positive, or do you
need to think it over?”

“We’re good, Mom. If you are,” Mack said.

“I guess you two have a call to make this
afternoon,” Whit answered.

“Sweet,” Zack said. “We can knock out the
enrollment and have the summer to have fun without worrying about
school.”

Eli smiled at her children. “I think you’re
making an excellent choice. It feels right for y’all.”
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“That was good pizza,” Zack said. He held
Eli’s door for her and climbed into the back seat.

“It was good. Call first before we get
rolling?” Eli asked.

“Sure, Da,” Zack answered.

“Siri, call David Marks,” Whit said.

“Damn, I love this car.” Eli chuckled as the
phone rang.

“David Marks,” he answered.

“Hello again. This is Mack and Zack Fortner.
We are calling to see if we can meet you tomorrow to get
enrolled?”

“You name the time, and I’ll be ready,” David
said.

Zack looked at Eli. “Nine?” he whispered.

“Perfect,” Eli answered.

“How about nine in the morning?”

“Nine will be perfect,” David answered. “I’ll
have everything we need to get you all set.”

“We’ll see you at nine then,” Zack said.

“Fantastic. I hope you go out and have a nice
celebration tonight. You’re about to take a huge step in your
future,” David said.

“We have reservations at the Stockyard for
seven,” Eli replied, surprising everyone.

“Enjoy, and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

“When did you do that?” Whit asked.

“When you were in the shower this morning. I
had a feeling we’d have a reason to celebrate with a fine steak and
maybe some lobstah,” Eli joked.

“We’re gonna have to work on your Boston
accent.” Mack laughed.

“I don’t think there’s any hope for that.”
Eli smiled. “Where to?”

“Let’s roll downtown, and then we can take
the river route back to the hotel,” Whit suggested.

“Just tell me where to go,” Eli replied.

“Straight ahead.” Whit pointed. She reached
over and took Eli’s hand.
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They returned to the hotel to change clothes
and had enough time to relax before dinner. “I imagine registration
will take most of the morning,” Eli stated. “Do you want to stay
here another night or start returning home?”

“Could we drive back to Philly for more
cheese steaks?” Zack asked. “I searched the internet and found a
couple more spots to try.”

“Oh yeah?” Eli grinned at her son.

“Maggio’s, Jim’s, and Dalessandro’s,” Zack
replied.

“I think you must like cheese steaks,” Whit
teased.

Zack nodded. “I do. It’s too bad Mitch isn’t
here. He’d love them, too.”

Eli smiled at Zack’s mention of Mitch. It was
apparent they loved him like a big brother. “I bet I could convince
him to visit with me, and we can ride down to Philly.”

“That would be awesome,” Zack said. “I
considered trying to take one home for him, but it would be mush by
the time we arrived.”

“Maybe we could convince him to join us when
we come up for the Smithsonian. It’s about a three-hour drive,” Eli
replied. “I think he would enjoy the museums, too.”

“Do you think if I offer Uncle Mark more
help, Mitch would be able to take a week off?”

“Dunno. You can ask when we get home.”

“Okay, Da,” Zack answered.

 


†

 


The Stockyard was every bit as good as the
reviews. All four left there stuffed, even Zack, after he helped
Whit finish her steak and split two desserts between them.

“I think I’m going to die,” Zack groaned as
he climbed into the vehicle.

“I bet you won’t claim you’re hungry in an
hour,” Mack teased.

“I’ll sleep well tonight, too.” He
grinned.

“Tomorrow’s a big day, so get some rest,”
Whit said.

“Do we need to dress up again?” Mack
asked.

Whit shook her head. “No, I think casual
attire for traveling will be acceptable tomorrow. You’ve already
established a fantastic first impression with David. I could
imagine him drooling on the call earlier.”

“We can pull out some clothes when we return
to the hotel and get our bags packed for check-out,” Eli added. “We
have Philly cheese steaks to eat.”

“Even those don’t sound good right now,” Zack
teased. “Dinner sure was great, Da.”

Whit slipped her hand into Eli’s. “It was
good. You made an excellent choice.”

Eli glanced in the mirror at Mack. She had
been reticent all evening. Eli pulled into the hotel, stopping at
the front door to let them out.

“Mack, will you ride with me to park the
car?”

“Sure, Da.” Mack climbed into the passenger
seat.

Eli found a parking spot and turned to look
at her daughter. “Is everything okay? You’ve been quiet
tonight.”

“I guess it just now hit me that our coming
to Harvard would separate you and Mom for possibly two years or
more. That makes me sad to think of how much you will miss each
other.”

Eli reached over to stroke Mack’s cheek.
“Your mom and I are prepared to do whatever it takes to support you
and Zack. We have a strong, loving relationship, and I will visit
often, and y’all will be home for breaks. You will be amazed at how
fast two years pass. It just seems like last week, y’all were in
diapers.”

“The program typically takes four years, but
Zack and I will finish it in half that time.”

“If you take all four, that’s fine. We want
you to make the most out of your studies to prepare you for
careers.”

“Maybe if Mom sees that we will be okay once
we turn eighteen, she will come home to you?”

“You must remember that your mom will be busy
with her projects here. I think she’s really missing research.”

Mack nodded. “I love you, Da.”

“I love you, too. Don’t you ever forget that.
Is that all that’s worrying you?”

“It’s a big step for us to come to Harvard.
We’ve always been at the top of the class. What if we aren’t here?
There are so many brilliant minds that pass through Harvard.”

“You and Zack will be added to that list. I
have no doubt that you will thrive at Harvard and finally be
challenged to learn. I don’t care if you’re not number one in your
class. We want you to learn all you can and have some fun. Your
mom’s biggest regret is that she didn’t take time to have fun.”

Mack nodded. “We will, Da.”

“Are you ready to go inside?”

“Yes, Da. It’s pajama time.” Mack smiled.

“That it is. I still feel like I could
explode, but I enjoyed every bite of dinner.”

“This whole trip has been fantastic,” Mack
replied as she opened the door.

Eli met her at the back of the vehicle and
placed an arm across her shoulders. “We will have lots more fun
this summer.”
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“Is everything okay?” Whit asked when Eli
walked into the room.

Eli nodded. “I was worried about Mack being
so quiet. She was concerned about you and me being apart for so
long. I told her that we were committed to doing whatever it took
for them to get the best education possible.”

“Are you concerned about us being apart?”

Eli shrugged. “I’m not looking forward to two
years or more of living separately, but I’m a big girl, and I’ll
survive. This is the best option for the twins, and between visits
and y’all coming home on breaks, we’ll be fine.”

“It will be different than me being gone for
a week on a mission,” Whit warned.

“Yeah. It will take some adjusting, for sure.
Mark and Mitch will keep me busy, but the nights without you will
be hard.”

“I think we will be making a lot of FaceTime
conversations,” Whit said. “We’re in the same time zone as Boston,
so that’s a plus.” She looked into Eli’s eyes. “Would you tell me
if this decision upsets you?”

“Yes, but it doesn’t. This is what is best
for the kids. I’m pleased they like Harvard. I wasn’t impressed
with Columbia at all.”

Eli changed into sleep clothes. “Are some of
my new jeans okay for tomorrow?”

“Yes, with that bright pink shirt,” Whit
replied. “That is such a good color for you.”

“Are the kids all set for tomorrow?” Eli
asked.

“Let me double-check. I don’t worry about
Mack, but you can never be too cautious with Zack.”

“That’s true. Zack’s like me and enjoys
comfort over fashion any day.”

“He is definitely your son. I’m so very proud
of both of the kids. They did a marvelous job during the interview
today.”

Eli smiled. “It was nice to stand back and
watch them take over the interview. Dr. Marks seemed very impressed
with them.”

“He sees the potential we see in them,” Whit
answered as she slipped a shirt over her head. She leaned down and
kissed Eli. “I’ll be right back.”
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Eli was starting to doze when Mack and Zack
pounced on the bed. “We wanted to come in to say goodnight, Da,”
Mack said when her eyes flew open.

“All set for tomorrow?”

“Yes, ma’am. Mom has got our clothes picked
out and helped us pack our bags,” Zack replied. “This sure has been
a great trip, and we wanted to thank you.”

“I’ve had fun, too, and I’m positive we will
have other trips planned.” Eli reached out to hug her children. “We
are so proud of you. You did really well today.”

“We were just being ourselves,” Mack
said.

“I know, and I was impressed that you felt
comfortable enough to be yourselves. It was a much different
experience than Columbia.”

“That’s true, Da. He kept talking over us to
you and Mom,” Zack replied. “Dr. Marks spoke directly to us.”

“Because you are the two that count,” Eli
said. “Now go and hit the sack. This old woman needs her beauty
sleep.”

“You aren’t old,” Zack reminded her. “You are
plenty beautiful to us.”

“Thanks, Son.” Eli kissed each one of them
goodnight. She laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Mack asked.

“It seems like yesterday when you would
cuddle up with me for a story before bed. Now you’re practically
grown.”

“We still love your stories, though,” Zack
said. “Don’t think you can get off the hook that easy.”

“Love you both,” Eli said.

“We love you most,” Mack answered.

“No way. Not now or ever. Goodnight, you
two.”

“Goodnight, Da. Goodnight, Mom,” the twins
replied.

“We’ll see you in the morning,” Whit replied,
kissing them both.
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“I’m going to wander around while you help
the kids get registered. It’s too pretty a day to be inside.”

“Okay, if you haven’t returned when we’re
done, I’ll call you,” Whit replied.

Eli watched her family disappear inside and
began walking through the campus. Her steps eventually led her to a
small park near the river. She sat on a bench and watched the water
flow by and birds wading in the water looking for a meal. The spot
reminded her of their firepit and the first time she met Whit.
Mitch did a marvelous job of playing matchmaker for the two of
them, and her life blossomed with Whit and the twins. She was
saddened by how quickly they grew; they were now young adults
preparing to branch out on their life’s journey. Eli knew she would
always be a part of their lives, but after this final summer ended,
all their lives would change.

She didn’t realize how much time had passed
and was surprised when her phone rang. “Hey,” she answered.

“We finished early and are ready to hit the
road if you are,” Whit said.

“I’m down by the river. Do you want to come
to pick me up?”

“Sit tight, and we’ll be there in a few,”
Whit replied.

Eli ended the call and looked at the time. It
was barely past eleven. “Philly steaks, here we come.” She laughed
as she stretched and walked to the parking area to meet Whit and
the kids.
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“That didn’t take long,” Eli said, climbing
into the passenger seat.

“Dr. Marks had everything arranged, so
everything went smoothly,” Mack said. “We got all of our classes
scheduled, and he ordered the books we would need.”

“When do we need to return?” Eli asked.

“The last week in August to get settled into
faculty housing,” Whit answered. “Classes start the following
Monday.”

“That gives us a couple of months to have
some fun. I think we can go to Destin the weekend after the Duke
graduation,” Eli said. “I booked the house we stayed in last
time.”

“That’s going to be so much fun. I’ll work
hard to help Uncle Mark and Mitch get ahead of schedule if
possible,” Zack said.

“I can help you and Mom with the gardens,
too,” Mack added.

“We will have vegetables to harvest by then,”
Whit replied.

“When we get home, I’d like to sit down and
plan our summer,” Eli stated. “I don’t want us to miss a
thing.”

“About that,” Mack said. “Zack and I have
been talking. We will be close enough to DC to see the museums
during your visits. We want to go west for a few weeks but spend as
much time as possible at home.”

“I don’t have a problem with that.” Eli
smiled.
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“It’s good to be home,” Whit said when they
pulled into the front yard.

“Yes, it is,” Eli agreed. “Let’s get our bags
inside, and we can ride up to the forge to let everyone know we’re
home.”

“Mack and I’ll get the bags if you want to
get a Gator and get mobbed by the cats,” Zack teased.

“Deal. We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Eli
replied. She reached for Whit’s hand, and they walked to the barn.
When she opened the barn door, they were flooded by cats. “Hey,
guys,” Eli said.

They spent a few minutes of attention on the
cats and checked the food and water. Eli stepped into a Gator, and
Whit climbed inside. Eli leaned over to kiss her, then drove from
the barn.

Mack and Zack rushed out of the house and
climbed into the Gator. Eli drove up the mountain. They were still
fifty yards when Cruz emerged from the forge to trot out to meet
them. Eli pulled to a stop.

“Hey, baby girl.” Eli called Cruz into the
Gator and buried her hand in the dog’s fur.

Mack and Zack piled out of the Gator and
walked over to Mark and Mitch.

“Welcome home,” Mark called to them. “Mitch,
let’s take a break.”

“It’s good to be home,” Eli said. “It was a
great trip, though. You are looking at two new Harvard students,”
she told Mark and Mitch.

“Congratulations,” Mark said. “That’s
fantastic news.” He looked at Mitch. “Will you and Zack go to the
house for something to drink, please?”

“Water or something else?” Mitch asked.

“Water is fine,” Mark replied.

Mitch looked at Mack. “Mountain Dew, please,”
she answered.

“Water is fine with me,” Eli answered, and
Whit nodded.

“How are things going here?” Whit asked.

“Busy as usual, but good. Laura’s been
working remotely on a project, so we stay out of her way,” he
teased.

“Smart move,” Eli said. “Are you enjoying
forging outside?”

“Yeah, except for the sun beating down on us.
We’ll get a canopy, but the breeze is great when it blows.”

Mitch and Zack returned with drinks. “We need
to make a run to the junkyard for metal tomorrow. Can Zack join
us?” Mitch asked.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Eli answered. “We all
plan to pitch in and help you get ahead of schedule, if possible,
so we can enjoy a fishing trip after graduation.”

“We’ll never turn down help,” Mark replied.
“I’m getting low on handles.”

“Mack and I can take care of that. Just let
us know what lengths and how many, and we’ll get to work on them,”
Eli answered.

“You have got to come up for a visit, Mitch.
We’ve found the best spots in Philly for cheese steaks. You will
love them,” Zack said.

Whit chuckled. “I think we ate about a dozen
over two visits. They were great, though.”

“Now you’re making me hungry,” Mitch
groaned.

“Did you have plans for supper?” Eli
asked.

“We were going to grill some burgers,” Mark
replied.

“Why don’t we send the boys to town to hit
the burger shack, and we can help around here?”

“That works for me,” Mitch said.

“Whit can play gopher, and Mack and I will
start cutting wood for some handles. We can cut some handles and
take them home to begin sanding tomorrow while you are at the
junkyard.”

“I need you to start on a katana sheath,
too,” Mark said. “I’ve designed the blade, but it’s not finished
yet.”

“I’ll trace the blade, and I can cut the wood
at the mill to start on those,” Eli replied.

“I can work in the garden while you do that,”
Whit replied.

“You had some early tomatoes that I’ve been
enjoying.” Mark grinned. “Those hens of yours have gone crazy
producing, too. I think it’s time to deliver to Miss Flora and the
diner.”

“I can handle that,” Whit said.

“I’ve got two butts to smoke for Sunday.
Invite her out if you want to,” Mark said. “Evan and the girls are
coming out, and Carol and Julia. Do you want to invite Doc Loren
and Macy?”

“If you’re cooking two, we might as well.
I’ll coordinate a menu and the invites with Laura,” Whit
offered.

Mark smiled. “It’s good to have y’all home.”
He nodded to Cruz. “She missed you, too. She’s been staying with
Mitch at the tiny home.”

“She’s been great to have around and gets
along well with Tink.”

“I missed you, too,” Eli said, kissing Cruz’s
head. “Okay, where do we start?”

“I need a dozen six-inch and a dozen
eight-inch handles,” Mark said.

“I need four axe handles, too,” Mitch
said.

Eli looked at Whit. “Will you trace the
katana blade onto some butcher paper for me?”

“I can do that. What else?” Whit asked.

Eli looked at Mark. “Can you spare the boys
for a little while? I need their muscle at the mill to cut some of
the new wood for handles. I don’t think we have enough here. Whit
and Mack can measure and cut the sections we have here.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” Whit
said.

Eli looked down at Cruz. “Stay here. I’ll be
back.” Cruz walked over to her bed in the sun and curled into a
ball. Eli kissed Whit. “We’ll be back.”

“Be safe and wear your gloves,” Whit reminded
her.

“Eyewear, too,” Mark chimed in. “I’m not
eager to go to the hospital today.”

“Got it,” Eli said and saluted. “Let’s go,
boys.”
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Eli cut six planks with live edges. “Can you
boys carry these to the barn to the drying racks?”

“Sure thing,” Mitch answered.

Eli set up the saw to cut three-inch wide
sections she would rip into lengths for the handles they needed.
She trimmed the log into a square while the boys took the lumber to
the barn. She was halfway down the first three-inch section when
they returned. The log produced six sections they could cut into
smaller pieces for handles. “Will you measure six and eight inches
on those? Do you still want eighteen inches for the axes?”

“Yes, that’s a good length to work with,”
Mitch replied. “I’ll make the marks if you want to use the square
to make the cut lines,” he told Zack.

Zack nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Eli walked to the workshop for the
wheelbarrow to drop the sections into while the boys started
marking. She grabbed a small skill saw as well. No need to use the
big blade for such a fine cut.

She inserted the battery pack and handed Zack
the saw. “Do you remember how to use this?”

“Yes, Da. I do.”

“Take your time and stay on the lines. Mitch
and I will mill another log while you work on the sections.” She
looked at Mitch. “I want to cut one of the poplars.”

“I’m anxious to see what the grains will look
like,” Mitch said.

“Good. Let’s cut a few planks, and then we
can cut handle sections. I think it will make excellent handle
material.”

She helped Mitch load one of the logs onto
the mill and began cutting. The planks were eighteen inches wide
and had a beautiful grain pattern. “I think this would make some
fine furniture. Will you carry them to the barn to dry, and you can
help me with some handle sections?”

“I’ll be right back,” Mitch said, carrying
the planks.

Eli watched Zack as he cut the handle lengths
they had marked. The wheelbarrow was almost half full of sections.
When he looked up to see her watching, he smiled, and Eli nodded
and smiled at her son.

She set up the saw to cut broader sections
for the katana sheaths. They would use the rest for axe and knife
handles.

When they finished, Mitch rolled the
wheelbarrow into the workshop, and Eli placed the planks for the
katana on her workstation. Zack cleaned off the saw and put the
battery pack on to charge.

“I don’t know about y’all, but I’m getting
hungry,” Eli told them.

“We have worked up an appetite,” Zack
agreed.

“Do you boys want to take my truck to town to
the burger shack?”

“Can I drive?” Zack asked Eli and Mitch.

Eli nodded. “He’s doing well,” she told
Mitch. She handed Mitch a credit card. “Get plenty,” she
instructed.

“Fries and onion rings, too?” Zack
smiled.

“Of course,” Eli answered.

 


†

 


Eli returned to the forge. “Did you send the
boys for food, I hope?” Mark asked.

“Yes, we were all getting hungry.”

“Welcome back,” Whit said.

“You two have been busy,” Eli told Whit and
Mack. “With what you’ve done here and what we cut, we should have
handle material for a while.”

“I traced the katana blade for you,” Whit
said.

“Thanks. I cut some of the poplars. I think
it will be perfect for the sheath.” She looked at Mark. “I’m
looking forward to the challenge.”

“I have every confidence you will create
something beautiful,” he said.

“I’ll give it my best. What can I help
with?”

“You can keep me company until the boys
return. Mack and Whit are in a groove,” he said, winking at
Mack.

“Do I need to invite Miss Flora and Doc Loren
out Sunday?” Eli asked Whit.

“Yes, that would be good,” Whit replied.

Eli pulled a chair close to the forge and
called Miss Flora, who promised to bring banana pudding and potato
salad. Doc Loren and Macy would add a salad and strawberry
shortcake to the menu. “All set,” Eli said as she turned to watch
Mark. “Bowie knife?” she asked.

“Yeah, I got an order for six from one
customer,” Mark said. “I’ve got them half done. It’ll take the rest
of the steel to finish them.”

“Hopefully, you’ll come home with a big load
tomorrow,” Eli said. “We’ve got extra hands to get the sections cut
and cleaned. I’ve already reserved the house in Destin for the week
after graduation. Do you think you’ll be able to join us?”

“I think so. Mitch and I have gotten into a
good rhythm. We’ll both need a break by then.”

“What else do you have planned for this
summer?” Mark asked.

“A trip out west, but the kids want to help
around here after that.”

“We can always use extra hands. We’ll have
vegetables to can and jelly to make.” Mark smiled. “Mitch robbed me
of my last jar of cinnamon apple jelly last week.”

Whit looked at Mack. “I guess we’d better do
some shopping for jelly supplies. I bet we’ve got berries that are
ready as well.” She looked at Mark. “You’ve saved your jelly jars,
right?”

“They are clean and ready to be refilled,”
Mark said.

“I think Cruz and I will take a ride to check
the berries unless you need me,” Eli said.

Mark shook his head. “Nope, we’ve got
everything covered.”

“Let’s ride, baby girl,” Eli said.

Cruz trotted next to Eli and climbed in
beside her.

 


†

 


Eli found the blueberry bushes filled with
ripe berries. They could quickly fill a couple five-gallon buckets.
“I can see muffins, jelly, and ice cream in our future,” Eli told
Cruz.

Cruz licked her lips at the mention of ice
cream. “You’ll get some, too.”

The blackberries were just as plentiful. Eli
thought they should ask Carol and Julia to help with the harvests
and making jelly. There was plenty for all three families to share.
“Let’s swing by the apple trees while we’re close,” Eli said.

“Oh yeah, that’s a job for the boys,” Eli
said as she looked at the trees filled with ripe apples. “I can
taste the apple pies now. Maybe Whit will bake some soon.”

Eli felt her stomach growl with all the
thoughts of food. She thought the boys should be coming back soon
as she climbed into the Gator and returned to Mark’s.

They spread food bags on the picnic tables
and poured drinks when Eli returned.

“Perfect timing,” she said and parked the
Gator. “We have some major harvesting to do,” she told the group.
“Blueberries, blackberries, and apples.”

Zack looked at Whit. “Apple pie soon?”

“If you and Mitch can pick apples in the next
few days, I think we can have some pies next week,” Eli told him.
“There are probably two big buckets of blackberries and
blueberries, too. I thought we might call in Carol and Julia for
reinforcements.”

“That’s not a bad idea. I can help Whit and
Mack with jelly,” Laura offered.

Eli smiled at the pile of burgers and sides
Mitch and Zack removed from the bags.

“You said to get a lot,” Mitch said.

“Good job, boys,” Eli said. “We shouldn’t go
hungry.”

“I’ll make breakfast burritos in the
morning,” Mark said.

“We can have some sandwiches when y’all get
back,” Whit said.

“I was thinking of making a big pot of
spaghetti for tomorrow night. With some salad and garlic bread,”
Laura stated.

“That will work,” Mark said.

“We’ve got several hours of daylight left. Do
you two want to pick some blackberries today?” Mitch asked the
twins.

“Sure,” Mack said. “We need some buckets and
long sleeves.”

“I’ve got some buckets here,” Mark
offered.

Zack looked at Mack. “We can go home for some
long sleeves after eating.”

“Sounds like you’re on.” Eli grinned at
Mitch.

“Are we about done in the forge today,
Dad?”

“I think we’ve made much progress today,”
Mark answered. “With all the extra help, we have enough handle
sections cut to keep us busy.”

“I’ll start working on those tomorrow and
stay away from the kitchen,” Eli replied. “I can have a few of your
Bowie handles ready by the time y’all get back from the junkyard.”
She looked at Mitch. “Do you need axe handles right away?”

“One, when you have time, please,” he
answered.

“No problem. I’ve been thinking about a new
design for you.”

“I’m sure I’ll love anything you come up
with,” Mitch replied. “Maybe too much.”

“You can’t keep them all, Son,” Mark
teased.

“I know. I’ve got orders to fill, too.”
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Mitch and the twins returned with fifteen
gallons of berries. “We will definitely be busy in the morning,”
Whit told Mack and Laura.

“Will you use some of the husks for muffins
and pancakes?” Zack asked.

“Absolutely. No sense in wasting anything.
Carol will come over to help, too.”

“There are still other berries to harvest,”
Mack said. “Maybe Aunt Carol can help me pick more while y’all
start on the jelly.”

“Don’t forget the apple cinnamon jelly, too,”
Mark said. “Mitch wiped me out.”

“We’ve got plenty of supplies for that, too,”
Whit assured him. “We need to get those rinsed and in the
refrigerator for tonight.”

“I’ll carry the buckets inside and help if
you need me,” Zack offered.

“I need you in the mill. I’ll start on
handles tomorrow while y’all are gone after steel, so I’d like to
cut some more boards to get them started drying. Are you up for a
couple hours of work?”

“Yes, Da.” Zack grinned.

“I can come to help, too,” Mitch said. “I’ve
lost my groove in the forge for the night.”

“I’m going to work on a few more of the Bowie
blades, and I’m calling it a night, too,” Mark said.

“Let’s get busy then. Hop in, everyone,” Eli
called.

Mitch and Zack carried the buckets of berries
inside while Eli parked the Gator in the barn and fed the cats. She
looked at the small stack of milled boards. They would add to those
numbers tonight.
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Whit and Mack busied themselves rinsing and
preparing the berries to chill. They pulled out the supplies they
would need for jelly and then took drinks out to the wood mill.

Eli and the boys had milled several boards
stacked on the ground. Eli shut off the saw when she saw Whit
approach. “Great timing,” she said and took a bottle of water from
Whit. “We’ve finished one log already and have three more to go.
Are you boys up for it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Zack answered. “Mitch and I
will carry these to the barn for the drying racks while you
break.”

“Place the boards that are already drying on
top, please, so we can keep them separate from this batch,” Eli
requested.

“No problem,” Mitch said and took a long
drink. “Let’s roll.”

Whit examined the boards. “Those have a
really nice grain.”

“I thought we’d cut what we can dry and then
sell the rest to Evan for some extra money toward the house fund
for Mitch. He can foot the cost of kiln drying them if he wants or
needs.”

Mitch nodded. “Evan’s already told me he’d
buy any wood we can bring him. I reckon there is still a great deal
of blow down to harvest. I’ll hook the trailer to a Gator when we
empty the trailer tomorrow after our steel run. I can buck a few
trees daily and mill them as I have time.”

“I will help you anytime you need me,” Zack
offered.

“I can carry boards, too,” Mack replied.

“See, lots of help from the Fortner clan.
After we finish tonight, I will have all the needed project boards.
If you can make a nice stack of logs, we can mill and load them
directly onto the trailer for delivery.” Eli thought she saw
Mitch’s eyes tear up. “We’re going to be busy.” She grinned.

“Let’s get back to it, so we can finish up
here tonight,” Mitch said as he picked up several boards to carry
to the barn.

“Is there anything we can help with to make
tonight go faster?” Whit asked.

“You and Mack can grab some gloves and carry
boards to the barn as we cut them,” Eli replied. “Thanks for
bringing us out a drink.” She looked around the mill. “We are
accumulating quite a bit of sawdust. Should we add some to the
gardens?”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Whit replied.

“I could help Da with that in the morning if
you don’t need me for jelly,” Mack replied.

“If Laura and Carol are coming over, we will
have plenty of cooks in the kitchen. You can help Da and then take
Carol to harvest more berries. After that, you can help Da sand
some handles.”

Mack’s face lit with a smile. “That sounds
good to me. I’ll go get us some gloves.”

“Are you going to have enough light to finish
tonight?” Whit asked.

“With all this extra help, I think so,” Eli
answered.
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They were milling the last log when Eli
looked up to see the headlights of Mark’s Gator approaching. He
stopped next to the shop and walked over carrying a twelve-pack of
beer. “Is it quitting time?”

“It will be in just a few minutes. Why don’t
you take those to the picnic table, and we’ll be there in a
minute?” Eli looked at Mack. “Will you go inside and grab some
sodas for you and Zack?”

“Me, too,” Whit said. “I’m not in a beer mood
tonight.”

“More for us then,” Mitch said and shouldered
a stack of boards. “Go ahead, Aunt Eli, Zack, and I will finish
here.”

“I won’t argue with that,” Eli said, shutting
down the mill. “We got a lot done tonight.”

“Yes, we did, and the extra hands were a big
help,” Mitch answered.

Eli reached for Whit’s hand. “Let’s go chill
for a bit. Then I am in desperate need of a shower.”

“I may need to take the blower to you and
Zack to get all that sawdust off you,” Whit teased.

“That’s really not a bad idea.”

Mark handed Eli a beer. “I figured you and
Mitch might need this tonight. Y’all got a lot done.”

“It went so much faster when Whit and Mack
showed up.” Eli twisted off the cap and took a long drink. “That is
so refreshing. Thanks, Bro.”

The boys carried the last stack of boards to
the barn and joined them. “It’s a good thing we’re done. I don’t
think the racks could hold much more.” Mitch took the beer Mark
offered. “Thanks.”

Mack returned with sodas and passed them
around.

“I think we’ve got a productive plan for
tomorrow,” Eli said. “Jelly making, sawdust toting, and handle
making while you boys round up some steel.”

“I’m also going to buck up as many trees as
we can from the blow down that we can mill and sell to Evan in the
coming weeks,” Mitch added. “Zack’s going to be my helper with that
project after work.”

“Why don’t you call Evan and see what
dimensions he needs. He may need much longer boards than our usual
eight-footers. We can do up to sixteen on the mill,” Mark
suggested.

“That’s a bright idea,” Mitch replied.

“Your old man comes up with one
occasionally,” Mark answered. He looked at Zack. “Can you be ready
to roll at seven tomorrow?”

“Yes, sir,” Zack answered.

“If we can get back here with a load and get
it dropped at the forge, I can work on cutting sections while you
and Mitch start cutting logs,” Mark replied.

“Thanks, Dad, but we’ll help you with those.
That’s hard work separating the leaf springs. Those logs aren’t
going anywhere.”

“Okay, I will work on the last of the Bowie
knife blades, and we can start cutting and cleaning the next day.
That should take me most of the afternoon. I can work on those
while I cook the butts.”

“Oh shit, I forgot tomorrow is a cookout
day,” Mitch said.

“I think it snuck up on all of us,” Eli
said.

“Not all of us,” Whit replied. “I’ve got my
dishes ready to cook, and guests won’t arrive until four, so you’ll
have plenty of time to do what we need to get done tomorrow. You
can work until three and then get cleaned up.”

“Laura is making her sides tonight, too, so
we’ll be in good shape. I’ve got the meat ready to go in the smoker
and a large jar of Bama white sauce made.”

“Mack and I will focus on the handles for the
Bowie knives so you can get them shipped. I’ve only got three more
to finish,” Eli said. “I’ll send the completed ones with you
tonight.”

Zack finished his drink. “I think I’ll head
inside to shower. I’ll be ready in the morning, Uncle Mark.”

“Don’t worry about breakfast. I’ll bring some
meat-filled biscuits we can eat on the way,” Mark replied.

“Sounds good. I’ll see y’all in the
morning.”

“We won’t be far behind you, Son. We’ve all
got a big day tomorrow.” Whit stretched. “Our bed will feel good
tonight.”

“I don’t think we’ll have any trouble
sleeping,” Eli agreed. “It was a good day, though.”

“Drink up, and let’s head home. You can drop
me and take the Gator to your place. Don’t forget to call
Evan.”

“I’ve already texted and got the information,
so we’re good to go.” Mitch grinned. “Mostly eight and ten-foot
boards. Pretty standard measurements, nothing odd.”

“That should be easy enough,” Mark said. “See
y’all tomorrow.”

“Do I need to ride up and check the meat for
you?” Eli asked.

“If we’re not back by ten, yes. It will need
wood added by then. Thanks, Sis. I’ll bring enough biscuits for
y’all in the morning, too.”

“Fantastic,” Eli said. “Rest well.”

“You, too.”

Eli dropped the gloves off in the workshop
and walked to the house with Whit and Mack. “You were both a big
help tonight. Thank you.”

“It’s always fun working with you, Da,” Mack
said.

“Yeah, what she said,” Whit teased.

“Come on, Cruz,” Mack called when they
entered the house.

Cruz licked Eli’s hand and followed Mack to
her bedroom.

“Let’s go shower and crash,” Eli said,
leading Whit up the stairs.

“I’m right there with you. Thanks for another
great day.”

“Thank you, my love,” Eli answered.
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“I think I’m ready to pop the question,”
Mitch said as they drove to the junkyard.

“Really? That’s great news, Son. Tonight at
the cookout?”

“I thought we’d ride up the mountain after we
eat and gaze at some stars. I don’t want to put Jessie on the spot
in front of everyone. I talked with her father, and he gave me his
blessing.”

“I think it’s done best in private anyhow.
It’s a commitment between the two of y’all,” Mark added. “Just be
sure to text us and let us know how it went.”

“You might hear me hollering if you listen
hard enough,” Mitch teased.

“A bit of advice? Don’t tell your mom or Aunt
Eli; they will sneak up the mountain to watch.”

“Got it, Dad.”

“You can’t tell either,” Mark said as he
locked eyes with Zack in the rearview mirror.

“Tell what?” Zack grinned. “Congrats,
Mitch.”

“Thanks, Zack, but she hasn’t said yes,
yet.”

“No worries. Jessie will,” he answered.
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Eli and Zack carried wheelbarrows full of
sawdust to spread in the garden. They were working up a sweat and
were glad to see Whit approaching with glasses of lemonade.

“You looked like you could use a drink.”

“Yeah. It’s not super warm yet, but we’re
working up a sweat. How’s it going inside?”

“Things are going well. We’ve got all the
berries cooking and will begin pouring jelly soon after we squeeze
them. It’s getting a little crowded, so I thought maybe you and
Carol could go pick more berries,” Whit told Mack.

“Sure, Mom. Da can get started without
me.”

“Trust me, there will be plenty of work to do
when you return,” Eli answered. “Go get a long-sleeved shirt and
meet me in the workshop. I forgot to send the finished handles with
Mark last night. You can load the buckets in the back of the Gator
before you leave.”

“On it, Da,” Mack said and started walking to
the house.

“She’s been working hard this morning,” Eli
said. “I know she wanted to make some jelly, but it was too crowded
in there already.”

“Mack and I can make the apple cinnamon
tomorrow when it’s just the two of us in the kitchen.”

“I think she’d like that, and it’s not as
messy as using fresh berries.” Eli chuckled. “Maybe we can have
some blackberry pancakes in the morning.”

“I think that can be arranged. Have you heard
from the guys yet?”

“No. I’ll have Mack drop me at Mark’s to
check the smoker. I’ll go ahead and add more wood.” Eli finished
her drink and handed the glass to Whit. “Thanks for the drink. I’ll
grab the handles and meet Carol and Mack at the barn.” Cruz walked
beside Eli.

“Is Cruz going with you?”

“You want to stretch your legs a bit, baby
girl?” Eli asked Cruz, who let out a woof.

“We’ll walk back as soon as I’m done. I’ll be
in the workshop if you need me. Love you.”

“Love you, too. You’d better hurry. Mack is
already headed to the barn.”

“I see that. I’d better get moving.”

Eli collected the finished handles and walked
to the Gator Mack had parked in front of the house. “Will you drop
me at Uncle Mark’s so I can check the meat?”

“Sure. Do you want me to wait for you?”

“Nope. Cruz and I are going to walk back.
Stretch our legs a bit,” Eli answered. “Let’s go, girl,” Eli said,
patting the seat beside her. Cruz gingerly climbed into the
Gator.

“Your mom sent bottles of water for us,”
Carol said as she climbed in. “Good morning, Eli. Are you picking
berries with us?”

“Nope. Mack will drop me at Mark’s to check
on the meat. Cruz and I will walk home after.”

“Just you and me, kid,” Carol teased
Mack.

“Did you load enough buckets?” Eli asked.

“I got the three we emptied last night,
Da.”

“That should be plenty.”

Mack pulled to a stop at Mark’s. “You sure
you don’t want a ride home?”

“Nope. We’re good. Just gonna take our time.
Good luck with the berries.”

“See you soon,” Mack said as she pulled
away.
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“You can wait for me here,” Eli told Cruz. “I
won’t be long.”

Cruz stretched out on the bottom step in the
sun.

The aroma of cooking meat filled the air as
Eli approached the deck where the smoker was cooking. She lifted
the lid, inhaled the seasonings on the meat, and her mouth watered.
“Damn, those are going to taste good.” She lowered the top and
returned to sit beside Cruz. “Is that sun feeling good?” Eli softly
stroked down Cruz’s side. She was starting to lose weight and not
eating like usual. “Maybe we’ll ask Doc Loren to look at you
tonight. Are you ready to walk home?”

Cruz stood and strolled beside Eli. She no
longer rushed ahead chasing squirrels or rabbits. Cruz had lost her
step, and Eli regretted walking home. “Almost there, baby girl.”
They walked to the workshop, and Cruz drank some water and curled
in her bed close to Eli. “Time for Mama to get to work.” Eli pulled
on safety glasses, picked up a section of wood, and began forming
it into the shape of a handle. She had gotten good at the sander
and used a hand sander for the finishing touches. Soon she was lost
in the wood grains as she concentrated on her work.
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The junkyard owner surprised Mark when he
pointed to a large pile of leaf springs. “I had a young man who
needed to make some extra cash, so I had him pull as many leaf
springs as possible for you.”

“That saves us a great deal of time and
labor. Will you add the cost to the springs to reimburse what you
paid in labor?”

“Nope,” the man answered. “I’ll have him
continue pulling them as long as he can in return for one of your
knives when you have time. I’m somewhat partial to your camp knives
on the internet.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. Whenever you have time.”

“You have a deal,” Mark replied. “Let’s get
to loading, boys. We’ve got steel to work.”

“On it, Dad,” Mitch said.

“Come with me for a minute, the owner told
Mark. I’ve got something you might be interested in out back. Just
came in this week.”

Mark’s eyes lit up when he saw an old plow.
He inspected it closely. “That’s definitely carbon steel.”

“I’ll have my man cut it into workable
sections for you, and you can pick it up next trip.”

“Sounds great. What do I owe you today?”

“Let’s go into the office, and I’ll write you
an invoice.”

Mark paid and returned outside. The boys were
close to having the entire haul loaded. “Maybe I should go back
inside for a few minutes,” he teased.

“Get the AC going in the truck. We only have
a few more to load,” Mitch said.

Mark tucked the invoice into the console.
This was a much larger load, but the owner hadn’t increased the
price. “Thank God for small favors,” he said, turning the AC on
full-blast. “We’ll be home well ahead of schedule at this rate.”
His phone pinged with a text from Eli.

Added more wood to the smoker. It smells
great.

Thanks. We will be on our way home in a few
minutes.

That was fast.

Great new deal, I’ll tell you about later.
See ya.

Stay safe.

“That was so much easier than pulling those
springs,” Mitch said as he climbed inside the truck.

“It’s a win-win for everybody. The owner gets
money for springs, a young man earns some extra cash, and we save
time and labor. I won’t complain at all.”

“Making a camp knife is easy for you now. You
could probably make one in your sleep,” Mitch replied.

“Maybe so, but I’ll make a nice one for his
generosity.”

“Damascus?” Mitch asked.

“They are nice,” Mark said. “Even if I say so
myself.”
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Eli was working on her third handle when she
heard the boys return. She shut off her sander and walked outside
to greet them. “You’re back sooner than expected.”

“You won’t believe this, but the owner had a
pile of springs ready for us. He had a young man needing extra
cash, so he removed them for us, saving us time and labor.”

“That worked out well. Did the owner increase
the price?”

Mark grinned. “Nope, we bartered. He wants
one of my camp knives. I thought that was a good deal, and it will
save us time if the young man continues to pull the springs for
us.”

“So, you’ve already unloaded and
everything?”

“Yep. Dropping the trailer and the boys so
they can start bucking and hauling some logs.”

“You two be careful,” Eli told Mitch and
Zack.

Mitch nodded. “We will. We will get a Gator
to hook to the trailer and come inside for the saws and supplies
before we head out.”

“I’ve got a couple more handles ready for
you,” Eli told Mark. “I placed the three already done on your
workbench when I checked on the meat.”

“I’ve got plenty to work on. How are things
here?”

“Mack and Carol are harvesting more berries
while Laura and Whit work on the jelly. We will make a huge pile of
pancakes in the morning for breakfast using the squeezed
berries.”

“Why don’t you plan on using the Blackstone?
It’s a bigger surface and will be easier,” Mark suggested. “What
type of meat do you want to accompany the pancakes? I’ve got both
bacon and sausage.”

“Both sound good.” Eli grinned.

“I’ll cook it first thing in the morning to
warm the Blackstone for you.”

Mark picked up the handles. “I reckon I
should get to work.”

“I’ll have the last handle ready for your
Bowie order soon. I may have Mack run it up to you when they finish
with the berries.”

“I have plenty to work on, so no rush.”
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After the boys gathered their supplies and
left, Eli returned to work. She finished Mark’s handle and was
working on ax handles when she heard Mitch and Zack return. Eli
walked outside to see a large load of logs. “You guys have been
busy.”

“We’d like to get a few loads hauled today
before quitting time,” Mitch replied. “I get a whiff of the butts
smoking occasionally, and they sure are smelling good.”

“Do you need help unloading?”

“Nope, we’ve got this,” Mitch answered.

Neither of them had seen Whit’s approach.
“Before y’all leave, I want you to eat some sandwiches and get some
fluids into you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mitch replied.

“Your mom and I have a platter of sandwiches
and chips we will put on the picnic tables in just a minute.”

“That sounds great. Our biscuits are long
gone,” Zack said.

“Let’s finish unloading so we can eat,” Mitch
told him.

“Do you need any help?” Eli asked Whit.

“No, we’ve got this. What do you want to
drink?”

“Some water or lemonade would be fine. Thank
you.”

Whit nodded toward the boys. “They have a
nice stack started.”

“Mitch wants to get two more loads in if they
can before we call it quits for the day.”

“I have a feeling Zack will be growing some
muscles this summer,” Whit stated as they watched the boys move a
large log.

“He should, the way he’s been eating lately.
I love seeing him have so much fun. Have you heard from Mack and
Carol?”

“They will be on the way home soon with more
filled buckets. We might get a second batch of jelly made today. If
not, we can finish tomorrow,” Whit reported. “We’ve got several
cases filled already.”

“Mark said I could use the Blackstone for
pancakes in the morning. He’ll cook bacon and sausage to go with
them.”

“That sounds good. I’m ready for some pulled
pork. Mark’s got the air smelling delicious.” Whit kissed Eli. “I
better get some sandwiches carried out before those boys
finish.”

“I’ll go ahead and wash up and meet you at
the table. Thanks for lunch.”

“My pleasure.” Whit smiled and returned to
the house.

“When y’all finish, come wash up in the
laundry room. Lunch will be right out.”

“Yes, Da,” Zack answered with a broad
smile.
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Mark rode in with Mack and Carol, arriving
just in time for lunch. “That’s a massive platter of sandwiches.”
He grinned.

“Work like a horse, eat like a horse,” Mitch
said as he reached for another sandwich.

Mark settled in beside Mitch. “That’s a good
stack of logs.”

“We’re hoping for two more today,” Mitch
answered.

Mark nodded. “Just don’t forget to quit in
time to get cleaned up. I’ll need your help bringing the meat and
some sides down too.”

“I won’t take long,” Mitch promised.

“Three more buckets of berries?” Eli asked
Mack.

“More blueberries left, but we ran out of
room.”

“I think we can freeze most of those for
later,” Whit replied. “We’ve got a bunch of jelly made
already.”

“That’s not a bad idea. Freeze these, and we
can keep picking fresh for more jelly and goodies,” Eli agreed.

“We can send some home with Miss Flora and
Doc and Macy, too,” Whit replied. “We haven’t even checked the
berries up by the lab yet.”

Mack giggled. “I guess I know what I’ll be
doing this summer.”

Whit nodded. “We will have plenty to harvest
over the summer, lots from the gardens, too, so we’ll stay busy,
for sure.” She smiled at Mack. “We need to make a store run for
more jars and supplies. You and I can make the apple cinnamon
tomorrow after breakfast.”

“That sounds great,” Mack replied. “That’s
still my favorite.”

“Mine, too,” Eli admitted.

Whit looked at Mitch. “Is Jessie bringing
Miss Flora?”

“Evan and Erin are going to pick her up and
take her home,” Mitch answered.

“It’s going to be great to have everyone here
for a cookout,” Mark said. “I’m going to grab one more sandwich and
walk back to the forge.”

“I’ll give you a ride, Uncle Mark,” Mack
said. “I brought ya, so I should take you home.” She grinned.

“Young lady, you have a deal. I’ll see you
all later today.”

“I’ll be home soon to get cleaned up and
ready to help you with the food,” Laura said.

Mark nodded. “I’ll check the butts and see if
they are ready to come off to cool before we can pull them.”

Eli rubbed her hands together. “I am so
ready.”

“I’ll be back in a few minutes, Da,” Mack
said, walking to the Gator with Mark.

“We need to get rolling, too,” Mitch
said.

“Take some extra water with you,” Whit
instructed.

Mitch picked up four bottles. “Thanks for
lunch. That hit the spot.”

“You’re welcome. Keep track of the time,”
Whit replied.
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When Mack returned, Eli showed her the basics
of using the sander to form a handle blade, then started carving
the axe handle she was working on for Mitch. Mack caught on quickly
and sanded several handles before Eli called for a break. “I think
it’s time for us to clean up and call it a day. You did well
today,” she told Mack.

“This is fun. It’s incredible to see how the
grain in the wood changes as you sand. May I look at that handle
you’ve been carving on?”

“This one is for Mitch’s ax that he’s been
working on. I try to make each unique but keep the wraps the
same.”

“It’s beautiful,” Mack said, turning the
handle in her hands. “He’s going to love this.”

“I’ll need some help tomorrow to finish the
grip, but not until later.”

Mack smiled. “I’ll help with that, Da.”

“I was hoping you would.” Eli smiled. “Empty
that dust bag into the bucket by the door, please, while I store
our tools and glasses.”

“On it, Da.”
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Mitch and Zack had finished unloading the
trailer when Eli walked outside. “Park by the garden for now. We
can hook it to your truck tomorrow and fill it up.”

“I’m all for that,” Mitch said. His cheeks
were flushed, and his shirt was soaked.

“Drink something before you go home. You look
overheated.”

“Maybe so, but would you look at the
beautiful pile of logs we brought in?”

Eli nodded. “You and Zack did well today. Are
we still milling tomorrow?”

“If you’re up to it,” Mitch replied.

“We will have pancakes to work off,” Eli
replied. “I’m going to hit the shower. You need to drink, too,
Zack.”

“Yes, Da. I’ll shower and be ready to help
with the cookout.”

“Our guests will be arriving in an hour, so
we can relax awhile. It’s too early to set the tables.”

“I’m starved. I can’t wait for some pulled
pork,” Zack said.

“It won’t be long now,” Mitch promised.
“Dad’s probably pulled the meat from the smoker and let it cool
before he pulls it.”

“Do you think he would give me some grilling
lessons? The house we will be living in has a gas grill.”

“I think we need to send a charcoal grill up
with you or get one when y’all arrive. It’s so much better than
gas.”

“I bet I could talk Da into a smaller one for
us.”

“I’m pretty sure you can,” Mitch said.
“Thanks for all your help today.”

“I had fun, but I bet I’ll be sore
tomorrow.”

“No worries, that will work off quickly once
we start milling.” Mitch entered the Gator and patted the seat.
“Hop in, and I’ll drop you at the house.”
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Everyone ate their fill of pulled pork and
side dishes. Desserts would be served once the tables were cleared
and containers stored. Leftovers were packed for Miss Flora and Doc
Loren. They were both tickled to receive some of the fresh berries,
too.

Mark noticed that Mitch was nervous during
the meal and pulled him to the side. “This is a big move. If you
don’t think you’re ready, wait.”

“I’m good to go, Dad. I’m just afraid she’s
not ready.”

“Explain that this is a promise for the
future, and you can discuss timeframes when you’re ready.”

Mitch nodded.

“Do you have the ring?”

“Yes, it’s burning a hole in my pocket.”
Mitch grinned.

“Are you going to suggest some star gazing
after dessert?”

“That was the plan. I went up to the bench
this morning to ensure it was clean.”

“I wondered why you were so bright-eyed this
morning.”

“Woke up early and couldn’t get back to
sleep. Too much on my mind.”

“I was a zombie before I got up the nerve to
propose to your mom. I was scared to death, but I made a good
choice, and I think you have, too.”

“Thanks, Dad.”
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Mitch was so nervous he barely made it
through his mom’s banana pudding. When Jessie finished eating, he
leaned toward her. “Can I convince you to do some star gazing with
me tonight?”

“Yeah, I’d like that. It’s such a beautiful
night,” Jessie answered.

“I’ll go get a Gator and be right back.”

Mitch could feel a bead of sweat run down his
back as he walked to where the Gator was parked. He sat behind the
wheel and felt Zack in his head.

“Good luck. Relax and enjoy your special
moment.”

“Thanks, Zack.”
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Mark walked Doc Loren and Macy to their
truck. “Doc, do you know of any reputable breeders for blue heeler
pups? I wanted to see about getting one for Cruz to start
training.”

“Eli had me check her over. She’s in good
health for her age but slowing down. I know of a few and will email
them to you Monday when I return to the clinic.”

“Losing her will devastate us all. Especially
Eli and Mack.”

“I know. I think it’s a good idea to start
introducing a puppy. It might also give Eli something to focus on
once Whit and the kids leave for Harvard.”

“That’s what I’m thinking, too. Thanks for
your help. Drive safe.”

“We will. Thanks for another delicious
meal.”

“You’re welcome. It’s always good to have you
visit. We’ll have a few more this summer.” Mark closed the door
behind Doc Loren and walked back to the group.

Erin and Evan were gathering leftovers and
berries for Miss Flora to take home. Mark leaned down to hug her.
“Thanks for joining us tonight.”

“I love it out here, and your cooking is the
best,” Miss Flora said.

“You’re welcome to join us anytime. We always
have extras.” He placed an arm around Evan’s shoulders. “Thanks for
giving her a ride tonight.”

“Anytime. I love Miss Flora’s stories,” Evan
said.

“Y’all be careful, and we’ll see you
soon.”

The family was inside cleaning up from the
event, so Mark walked back to sit at the picnic table. A soft
breeze filled the air with the scent of blooming mountain laurel.
The sky was clear and filled with an abundance of stars. He looked
up when he heard a door open, and he saw Eli approaching with two
mugs of coffee.

“Mind some company?”

“Not at all. Especially since you bring
coffee,” Mark teased.

“Oh, you wanted a cup?” Eli asked, then
grinned when she handed him a cup. “It’s a beautiful night, isn’t
it?”

“Yeah, the perfect ending to a great day, or
at least I hope so.”

“You hope? Something going on?”

“I wasn’t supposed to say anything, but Mitch
is popping the question tonight,” Mark said.

“Well, that’s a pretty romantic setting for a
proposal. I hope it goes as planned. I need to schedule an
appointment with the builder soon.”

“Time will tell,” Mark said.

“Nope, they will tell us,” Eli said, pointing
toward a set of headlights coming down the trail. “Let’s go see
what’s happening.”

They arrived at the house simultaneously, and
Mark could tell by the smile on Mitch’s face that Jessie had
accepted his proposal. His heart swelled with pride and love for
his oldest child.

“Welcome back,” Eli said. “I bet it was
beautiful up there tonight.”

“The stars were wonderful but not as
brilliant as this ring,” Jessie said, holding her hand for them to
see.

Mitch looked at Mark. “She said yes to
marrying me.”

“Congratulations. We need to meet the builder
next week to get him started on your home.”

“Yes, ma’am, I guess we do.”

“What day is best for you two next week?” Eli
asked.

“Wednesday or Thursday for me,” Jessie
said.

“Anytime,” Mitch answered.

“Congratulations to you both. You better go
in and tell your mom she will be a mother-in-law.” Mark hugged
Jessie. “Welcome to the family.”

Mitch nodded and reached for Jessie’s hand to
walk inside.
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The pancakes were delicious, and Mitch was
eager to start at the mill. “I need to make all the money I can
right now,” he told Eli.

“Take a deep breath. Everything will be
alright.” Eli smiled as they drove to the mill with Zack. “Hook
your truck to the trailer and bring it to the mill and let’s fill
that sucker up. What boards does Evan need first?”

“Three dozen two-by-eight-by-ten,” Mitch
replied. “Then, as many eight-foot two-by-fours as we can bring
in.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem with what y’all
hauled yesterday. You and Zack can put the first log on the track
while I get the saw hooked up. We can measure the log and decide
which to cut first.” Eli pulled on her John Deere cap and safety
glasses.

 


†

 


Whit and Mack had a productive morning and
made a large batch of cinnamon apple jelly. “We need to make
another batch to take to Boston,” Whit said. “This batch won’t last
until then.”

“A case each to Uncle Mark and Mitchy and one
for us?” Mack asked as they filled the remaining jars.

“That’s the plan. Hopefully, the black- and
blueberry we’ve made will last a while.”

“This is very easy to make. Much easier than
the fresh berries,” Mack said. “Can we make more soon?”

“Yeah, we can make a secret stash.” Whit
smiled at her daughter. “Thanks for all your help. I can finish up
here. I know you’ve been itching to help at the mill. Just don’t
forget gloves and safety glasses.”

“Yes, Mom,” Mack answered and rushed from the
house.

Whit smiled, poured a fresh cup of coffee,
and sat back to wait for the new lids to seal with a pop and cool
for storage. They had finished in record time. Laura would arrive
shortly to help her make sandwiches from the leftovers for a quick
break from all the activity. She saw the trailer filling with
milled boards out the kitchen window. She loaded plastic cups and a
pitcher of lemonade for a hydration break and walked to the
mill.

“Has all that sawdust made you thirsty?” she
asked when Eli shut down the saw.

“I’m dry as a bone. Let’s take a quick break.
We’re making good progress.”

“That looks like a great load already, and
you still have logs left,” Whit stated.

“I can load some two-by-fours in my truck bed
if we run out of room,” Eli replied.

“Man, that hit the spot,” Mitch said, holding
his glass out for a refill.

“Laura’s coming down soon to help me get
lunch together. Any special requests?”

“Food and lots of it,” Zack said.

“He’s been around you too long,” Whit teased
Mitch.

“Zack’s a growing boy, and we’ve been working
hard.”

Whit pointed at the pile of scraps. “What are
your plans for those cuts?”

“I thought we could use them in the firepit
if Mack is up to chopping them into smaller sections,” Eli
replied.

“Heck yeah, I can do that.”

“Grab the hatchet, a chair, and the
wheelbarrow. You can use that stump to cut the trimmings into
foot-long sections,” Eli instructed. “Toss them into the
wheelbarrow, and we can stack them at the firepit.”

Whit looked at her watch. “Lunch break in an
hour?”

“Perfect,” Eli said. “Can we eat outside?
It’s such a beautiful day.”

“Already planned on it. I’ll see y’all in an
hour.”

“Thanks again for the lemonade.”

“You’re welcome. Now get busy.”

Eli laughed. “You heard the lady. Let’s get
to work.”
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By mid-afternoon, they had the trailer filled
and secured and the bed of Eli’s truck filled. “We’ve had a great
day, but I think it’s time to call it quits and relax for the rest
of the day.”

“Can we fish, Da? I’d like to take more
filets to Miss Flora,” Zack said.

“If you have the energy left, go for it,” Eli
replied.

Zack looked at Mitch and Mack. “Are you two
game?”

“I need to ride up and check on Dad. If he
doesn’t need me, I’d love to fish.”

“Invite him down for a cold one, and we can
watch y’all fish,” Eli suggested. “He needs a break, too.”

“I’ll try,” Mitch replied.

“We can go ahead and start, right, Da?”

“Knock your socks off,” Eli teased Zack.
“I’ll ask your mom to get bags ready for filets.”

Eli walked inside. “Time to call it quits for
the day, but I have two more requests.”

“I’m listening,” Whit replied.

“One, the kids are going to fish for more
filets for Miss Flora, so check to ensure we have plenty of
bags.”

“That’s easy enough. What’s the second?”

“Grab a couple of beers and relax with me
while we watch them fish.”

“That’s even easier,” Whit said. “You grab
the beer, and I’ll check the bags.”

“Deal.” Eli grabbed two beers and walked out
to the firepit. She was amazed at the pile of wood Mack had stacked
already as she settled into a chair. She twisted the cap from a
bottle and took a sip as a cool breeze picked up. Life is
good. Life is very, very good.
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When Whit arrived, Eli handed her a beer.
“They are already catching.” She grinned.

“Did you have doubts? They are Fortners, you
know.”

“Both of them have worked hard this weekend.
Look at the stack of wood Mack has made for the firepit,” Eli said,
pointing to the woodpile.

“We have raised great kids,” Whit said.

“Yes, we have. Not only super intelligent but
caring young adults. You don’t see much of that these days.”

“That’s sad but true. The twins are destined
for great things,” Whit said.

They heard a Gator approaching, and Eli
chuckled. “That didn’t take long for Mitch to convince Mark to take
a break.” She held up her bottle. “Grab a couple more beers and
join us.”

Mark joined them at the firepit while Mitch
jogged inside. “I think we all deserved an afternoon off,” he said
as he eased into a chair. “I was getting stiff, bent over the
hammer for so long.”

Mitch arrived carrying four beers. “Thanks,
son.”

“Are you going to fish?” Eli asked.

“I thought I might wet a fly and then start
cleaning. I’m sure these two are already catching.”

“They’ve got a few in the buckets,” Eli
said.

“I think we need a break from pulled pork, so
I’m going to cook Hibachi on the Blackstone later tonight,” Mark
stated. “I planned enough for everyone.”

“We could never turn down your cooking. What
do we need to bring?” Whit asked.

“Any sides or desserts you want to clear out
of your fridge. I know two boys that are great about clearing
dishes,” Mark teased.

“I’ll see what we have left,” Whit said.
“What time?”

“Does seven give everyone time to relax and
get cleaned up?”

“Seven will be perfect,” Whit answered.

Mitch drained his beer. “I better get a move
on before the twins catch all the fish.”

“Thanks for fishing with them,” Eli said.

“It is an honor and a pleasure,” Mitch
teased. “See ya.”

“Let me know if you need help cleaning fish,”
Mark called after him.
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Mark drank a couple beers with them. “You
know, I think I’ll shower and take a power nap until it’s time to
cook. I’ve got the Bowie order ready to go. I’ll get Mitch to ship
it for me tomorrow when y’all deliver wood.”

“I have researched the wooden scabbard for
the katana, and I’ve got several sections of wood cut for them.
That will be my next project while Mack works on some knife
handles. She’s getting handy with the sander.”

“Just let me know if you need my help.” Mark
stood and stretched.

“I’ve got this. You just keep forging the
blades.”

“If it comes out well, I’ll add that to my
portfolio. That’s a high-dollar item, but I think it will be a good
seller.”

“Maybe something you could teach Mitch so you
can work on the smaller blades,” Eli suggested.

“Not a bad idea. That’s a lot of steel to
work with, but it would be light for him and challenging to learn a
new blade.”

“I’ll see y’all later.”
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Mitch and the twins fished for another hour
before Eli called to them. “Time to call it quits for the day and
get those cleaned and packaged. Dinner is at seven at Uncle Mark’s,
so we need to get moving.”

“Just one more fish, Da?” Mack asked.

“One more. The bags, filet knife, and a pan
are sitting on the counter in the kitchen. Go ahead and freeze them
until we can deliver them to Miss Flora. Your da and I are going to
get showered and dressed.”

Eli picked up the empty bottles to place in
the recycle bin. “Conserving water?”

“Of course,” Whit answered.
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Whit and Eli shared passionate kisses and
pleasuring touches in the shower, leaving them breathlessly gasping
for air.

“Damn, that felt good,” Eli said as she
brushed the wet hair from her face.

“Yeah, it did.” Whit washed her hair and
looked at Eli, who was rinsing her body. “May I ask you
something?”

“Anything,” Eli answered.

“Does it make you uncomfortable that the
twins are connected to us and can feel our emotions?”

“I’ll be honest. It did initially, but Mack
and Zack have been good about blocking us out and not making much
of what they feel from us. If anything, I think it strengthens the
love we share with them. They understand how much we love each
other and them.”

Whit nodded. “That’s an excellent way to
think of it. Initially, I was a bit freaked out, but I’ve grown
used to them reading our emotions.”

“Zack, in particular, seems to pick up on our
emotions well. He’s more sensitive like that. Or at least that’s
what I’ve experienced,” Eli shared. “He picks up on sadness or
distress easily.”

“I’ve noticed that, too,” Whit admitted. She
grabbed towels after turning off the water.

“I think it’s a shorts, T-shirt, and
flip-flop kind of evening,” Eli said as they walked into the
bedroom.

“That sounds good to me.”

Eli could hear the twins downstairs. She
stepped out of the room to find them cleaning the equipment they
used. “How many filets did y’all freeze?”

“Miss Flora will have plenty for the next few
months. I think we ended up with fourteen bags,” Zack answered.

“Good job. You two can take my truck this
week to make a delivery.”

“Thanks, Da. We’ll be careful,” Zack
said.

“You both are becoming excellent drivers,”
Eli praised. “Now get your butts in the shower and get dressed. I’m
getting hungry.”

“Now you sound like Zack, Da,” Mack
teased.

“Yeah, I realized that too. We’re going
casual, ala flip-flops and shorts.”

“Perfect,” Zack answered.

“I went ahead and fed the cats, Da. They
enjoyed some nice fish, too,” Mack informed her.

“Good job. Thanks.”

Eli and Whit assembled some dishes to take to
Mark’s while the twins got ready. “I’m almost tempted to hide Miss
Flora’s banana pudding,” Whit said. “There’s not much left.”

“Leave it behind then. I doubt any of us will
go hungry tonight. Should we take the cases of jelly while we’re
going?”

Whit nodded. “I forgot to send them with
Mitch earlier.”

“As soon as Zack is dressed, he can help me
with them.”

“I’m dressed,” Zack said from the hallway.
“What do you need help with?” Zack asked as he walked into the
kitchen.

“These cases of jelly for Uncle Mark and
Mitch. We need to clear the counter space for other projects,” Eli
said.

“You want me to put them in the back of a
Gator while we wait on Mack?”

“Yes, please. Then come back and brush that
hair before it dries. It’s looking kind of wild.”

“Time for a haircut, Mom. I’m feeling kind of
shaggy.”

“Why don’t you drive my truck when Mitch is
ready to deliver the boards, and you can hit the barbershop while
Mitch ships a package for his dad?” Eli suggested.

“I can do that.”

“Just be careful. The weight in the truck’s
bed makes it much different to drive. Stopping is much slower, for
instance.” Eli ruffled her son’s messy hair. “These four need to
go,” she said, pointing to a stack of boxes.

“Will you grab the door for me?”

“With pleasure. Be careful,” Whit replied.
“There’s a lot of work in those four boxes.”

“Yes, Mom,” Zack said and picked up two boxes
and carried them outside before returning for the others.
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Eli refilled her coffee cup when the boys
left to deliver the wood.

“You’re eager to start on that scabbard,
aren’t you?” Whit asked.

“Is it that obvious?”

“Yes, I’ve never seen you eat that fast,”
Whit teased.

“I am excited about the challenge. I need to
concentrate on getting the cuts perfect.”

“Do you want me to keep Mack with me for a
bit?”

“No, send her out when she’s ready. She’s got
the system down pat, so she isn’t a distraction.”

“Okay, I’ll bring a coffee refill in a bit.”
Whit kissed Eli as she passed by.

“Thanks, sweetie,” Eli replied.

Eli left the door open to the workshop to
bring in the fresh air and the birdsong. She gathered her supplies,
a skill saw, and a router preparing for her first cuts. Eli had
carefully traced the sword shape onto the wood sections, including
an inch to add padding for the blade. She plugged the battery into
the saw and took a deep breath. “Here we go.” Eli cut slowly to
ensure she remained on the correct line and angle, then turned the
saw to cut the bottom edge of the scabbard. “One down, one to
go.”

“Who are you talking to, Da?” Mack asked from
the doorway.

“Giving myself a pep talk,” Eli answered.
“I’ve already got your workstation set up for handles.”

“Thanks, Da,” Mack replied, taking her seat
but still watching Eli.

Eli cut the second board and let out a deep
breath. “That was the easy part.” She secured the wood into the
track for the router and checked her settings. “Not too deep and
not too wide,” she coached herself. She meticulously moved the
router through the wood and broke into a sweat after the first
attempt. Eli stopped the tool to examine her work and was pleased
with the results. She signaled Mack to shut off the sander.

“I must drive to the forge to check my work
against the blade. Do you want to ride and deliver some
handles?”

“Sure, I always like to see what Uncle Mark
is working on,” Mack answered. “Do you want me to get a Gator?”

“Yeah, please do. I’ll let Mom know we are
going.”

Eli pulled out her phone and gave Whit a
quick call. “We are riding up to Mark’s for a few minutes in case
you need us.”

“I’m good. I’m making a shopping list for our
Destin trip. That’s only two weeks away.”

“Are we all set for clothing for
graduation?”

“I think we can wear the outfits we wore to
Harvard. No need to buy any more dress clothes unless you really
want to,” Whit answered.

“Hell no,” Eli said. “I got the confirmation
for our rooms this morning, so that’s all set.”

“Okay. Let me know when you’re back, and I’ll
bring you something to drink.”

“Will do. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”
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“That looks like an amazing fit,” Mark said
when Eli placed the blade inside the pattern she had cut. “Just
wide enough to slide in easily.”

“I’ll add some wax to help until the grooves
get worn in from use,” Eli said. “What are you working on?”

“I thought I’d knock out a Damascus blade for
the camp knife I promised the junkyard owner. I’ve got a nice
leather sheath that will work well for it.”

“Are these handles okay, or will you need
something different?” Mack asked.

Mark inspected the handles Mack carried to
the forge. He picked one out. “This one should work perfectly. Can
you put some of the dark walnut stain on it and a coat of
polyurethane?”

Mack looked at Eli. She nodded. “I’ll talk
you through it. It won’t be dry until tomorrow,” Eli said.

“No problem. I need to put some work into the
katana, too.”

“I should have one scabbard ready tomorrow or
the next day. If she enjoys the process, I may recruit Mack to do
some staining for me.”

“Anything you need, Da.”

“Let’s get back to work,” Eli said, placing
her arm on Mack’s shoulder. “See you later.”

Eli called Whit. “We’re back. Do you have a
block of paraffin you can spare?”

“Yes, no problem. Just one? What do y’all
want to drink?”

“Coffee for me, please.”

“Mountain Dew for me, please, Mom,” Mack
called out.

“I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
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Mack watched closely as Eli brushed the
melted wax into the channel she had made in the scabbard. She had
put a second coat of stain on the handle and was waiting for it to
dry.

“You did a great job with the stain,” Eli
said. “If you can apply the stain on this one, I can begin work on
another tomorrow.”

“I’ll do my best,” Mack said.

“Will you please gather six of those small
clamps for me?”

“What are these for?” Mack asked.

“I’m going to use super strong glue to
connect the two halves, but I’ll need the clamps to hold them in
place until they are dried and cured. I will steady them in place
if you secure the clamps for me.”

“You trust me to do that?” Mack asked. “I
don’t want to mess anything up. I know this is an expensive
piece.”

“Yes, I trust you. Completely,” Eli said.
“Are you ready? Clamp them down securely but not so tight they bite
into the wood. Excess glue will squish out but don’t worry. I will
sand it off after it’s dried.”

“Thanks for the warning.”

“Relax. We’ve got this. Ready?”

“Yes, Da.”

Eli applied the glue and looked at Mack.
“Place a clamp on each end and one about every six inches. We may
need a few more.”

“Looks like two more should do it,” Mack
said.

“Great job, Mack. Thanks for your help. Let’s
leave these to dry and see what everyone else is doing.”

“Thanks for trusting me, Da.”

“You did great,” Eli answered. “I’m very
proud of you.”

Eli saw her truck parked in the yard. “I’m
glad you made it back safely and no dents on my truck,” she told
Zack. “How’d it go?”

“You’re right, it did make a difference
having the bed loaded, but I just took my time and was careful.
Mitch was pleased with the payment he got for the lumber. Evan told
him to bring in anything he could.”

“That’s exciting news. Mitch needs to finish
the axe he is working on since you gave him the handle, but he’s
ready to cut more logs.”

“What plans do you have for the afternoon?”
Eli asked.

“Some lunch and whatever you need me to
do.”

“I can cut more sections if you trim the
branches, and you and Mitch can be ahead of the game. We can cut as
many sections as possible, and then you and Mitch can load and
stack at the mill when he has time.”

“Why don’t Mack and I measure the sections
for you so all you need to do is cut?” Whit suggested.

“That would speed up the process for
sure.”

“We can measure all the logs, mark them, and
then help Zack with limbing,” Whit said.

“Dinner is on me at the diner, then,” Eli
said. “We can clean up after we get back.”

Zack rubbed his palms together. “Coconut pie,
here I come.”

“If you fix us lunch, Zack and I can load the
tools and supplies.”

“Grilled cheese and chips good?” Whit
asked.

“Perfect,” Eli replied. “We’ll be right
back.”
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Mitch looked confused when he took off his
ear protection. He could swear he heard the sound of a chainsaw. He
signaled to his dad. “Do you hear a chainsaw, or are my ears
ringing?”

“That is definitely a chainsaw.”

“I wonder if someone else has found our
stash,” Mitch said.

“Only one way to find out.” Mark climbed into
a Gator. “What are you waiting for? Hop in.”

Mitch climbed inside, and Mark drove them
across the bridge. He looked at Mitch and shook his head. “Would
you look at that?”

Mitch stared in disbelief at the massive
number of log sections his family had cut. Mark pulled to a stop
next to Eli’s Gator. “What on earth?” he asked Eli.

“Zack decided we should get a head start on
more logs for you. Mack and I have projects drying, so she and Whit
joined us. I lost count of the number of sections.”

“Sixty in total. Twenty, ten-foot sections,
and forty, eight-foot sections,” Whit answered.

“Zack said we could section and limb them,
and as you have time, the two of you can haul them.”

Mitch pulled his hat off and ran his hand
through his hair. “Looks like we have a bunch of hauling to do.
Thanks, everyone.”

“You’re welcome. Eli is treating us to the
diner when we finish. Do y’all want to join us?” Whit asked.

“Call your mom and see if she’s started
dinner,” Mark told him. “This is really incredible,” Mark said.

“We’ve only been working together a couple of
hours, but we got a system down.” Eli grinned.

Mark leaned in toward Eli. “I think you
almost made him cry.”

“We just wanted to help and had some free
time and youthful energy. It was a team decision. I think we all
had fun, too.”

“Mom says heck yeah to the diner,” Mitch
reported.

“How much longer until you’re at a stopping
point in the forge?” Eli asked. “We don’t plan on showering until
we get back. Whit can hit us all with the blower to remove sawdust
from cutting.” Eli grinned at Whit.

“With pleasure,” Whit answered.

“Maybe thirty minutes,” Mark said. Mitch
nodded in agreement.

“We’ll finish limbing these last few sections
and put our tools away. Call when you’re ready to leave.”

“You sure you don’t need my help?” Mitch
asked.

“Nope, we’ve got this.”
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Using the saw, the limbing was finished
quickly. If the group did this again, Eli would bring the smaller
saw for Zack to use on limbs. Or maybe Whit could trim, and the
kids could measure. Whit had experience with a chainsaw. Perhaps,
she and Zack would sneak off for some practice time, and he could
help Mitch with the cutting.

“Let’s load up and head home. That will take
hours to haul to the mill, but we did a great job preparing the
logs. Thank you all.”

Zack placed the saw in the bed of the Gator.
“Working together was fun, and we accomplished the task
quickly.”

“I don’t think I’ll have trouble sleeping
tonight,” Mack said. She called to Cruz, who had been napping in
the sun. “Let’s go home, baby girl.”

Cruz climbed in beside Mack, and Eli drove
them home. She took the short route past Mark’s this time, and it
wasn’t long before the supplies were put away and the cats were
fed. “Will you feed Cruz and Tomboy before we leave?” Eli asked
Mack.

“Sure, Da, I’ll do it now so Cruz can go
potty. Come on, Cruz.”

Cruz followed Mack into the house while Eli
and Whit sat on the front steps. “What a beautiful sunset,” Eli
said.

“It is gorgeous. Thank you for getting us
organized today. It meant a lot to both kids that you treat them as
adults.”

“I gave up trying to keep them little. I
blinked once too often, and now they are ready to leave the nest
for college.”

“It does seem like they are growing up so
fast,” Whit said as she laid her head on Eli’s shoulder. “Our time
is flying by.”

“All too quickly. Watching the twins enjoy
life, whether fishing or working hard, feels great.”

Mack brought Cruz outside, and they waited
for Zack to return from the barn. “Go potty,” she said and sat
beside Whit.

They allowed Cruz to explore until Mark said
they were leaving for the diner.

“Let’s go, Cruz,” Mack called and secured her
inside before climbing into Eli’s truck.


Chapter Thirteen
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The following week passed quickly. Mitch and
Zack delivered Evan another load of milled boards, and Eli finished
both katana scabbards. Whit and Mack focused on getting everyone
packed and ready for graduation weekend and then the trip to
Destin.

On the way to Durham, Mack asked, “Can Cruz
go with us to Destin? I promise I’ll take care of her.”

Eli looked at Whit. “The house is pet
friendly. I know Laura won’t go on the fishing trip.”

“I will even stay back to watch her,” Mack
said.

“I don’t see why not, but Aunt Laura can
watch her while we fish,” Eli said.

“Thanks,” Mack said and resumed reading her
book.

Eli smiled at Whit and reached for her
hand.
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The graduation went well. Eli took dozens of
pictures during the ceremony and afterward to capture the event.
They ate a fantastic meal, and everyone awoke early the next day to
return home. They would change out suitcases and leave for Destin
the following morning.

“Are you ready for a road trip?” Mack asked
Cruz when they got home.

“Cruz is coming along?” Mitch asked Eli.

“Yes, Mack asked for her to go.”

“That’s cool. Do you think Cruz will remember
the Gulf?”

Eli shrugged. “I don’t know. Cruz was only a
puppy, but I know she will enjoy lying in the sun on that big
porch.”

“Have you talked to her about a p-u-p-p-y
yet?” Mitch asked.

Eli thought it was hilarious when he spelled
it out, worried Cruz would react to the word puppy. “We’ve talked
about it some. Your dad and I planned a trip to check on some when
we get back from out west. She’ll ride with us to help select
one.”

“That’s cool. If you don’t need anything, I
will get packed.”

“I can’t think of anything, Mitch. I’ll see
you in the morning,” Eli replied.
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The trip to Destin was filled with great food
and fun for the family. The fishing trip was a success, and Mitch
landed a massive grouper. They ate a huge meal and still had fish
to return to the mountain. Eli, Mark, and Mitch sat on the deck
drinking a beer on their last night while the twins and Whit swam
in the pool.

“Why is it all the fun stuff goes by so
quickly?” Mitch asked.

“I don’t know, but it does. It seems like we
just got here,” Eli answered.

“Time speeds up as you get older, Son,” Mark
said. “It doesn’t feel so long ago those two were in diapers, and
look at them now.”

“That’s true. I think Zack has grown a few
inches this spring. It’s hard to tell when he’s in shorts, but he’s
almost as tall as you, Mitch,” Eli stated.

“He’s adding some muscle from all his hard
work,” Mitch added. He grinned at Eli. “I’d wait until the end of
the summer to buy him new clothes. He’s definitely in a growth
spurt.” He took a sip of beer. “I’m not in a rush to leave, but I’m
excited to see them starting on the house.”

“Have you and Jessie talked more about a
date? I know it will take seven to eight months to finish the
house,” Mark said.

“Sort of,” Mitch answered. “Jessie doesn’t
want to wait that long. She’s been hinting about living in the tiny
house with me.”

“She realizes how small it is, right?” Eli
asked.

“Yeah, it’s barely enough room for me and
Tink,” Mitch answered.

“Well, my downstairs will be empty when the
fall comes. You could move in with me until the house is ready,”
Eli offered.

“Your mom and I have plenty of room for you
as well. You’d still be close to the tiny home there,” Mark
added.

“Thank you. Those are offers to consider.
I’ll talk it over with Jessie when we get home.”

“Think about it carefully, Son. If you’re not
ready, wait until you are. Cohabitating is much different from
dating.”

“I know. I’m just anxious about the future.
Jessie’s got so much more education and a stable career. I have my
GED and some technical school training.”

“Son, don’t worry. You are enough for Jessie,
and she loves you. That’s all that matters.”

“Look at Whit and I,” Eli said. “Her IQ is
probably twice the size of mine, but she still loves me.”

“Maybe we should question that one,” Mark
said, winking at Mitch.

“There’s no doubt Love Muffin loves you,”
Mitch teased.

“You’re doing well at John Deere and in the
forge, so you will have enough to live, and she’ll be contributing,
too,” Eli reminded him.

“That’s true. We won’t have a mortgage, and
my truck’s paid off, so that should make it easier.”

“About your truck,” Eli said. “Will you trade
with me? I’m itching for a new one with all those bells and
whistles Whit has.”

“Are you freaking kidding me? Hell yeah. How
much?”

“Just a square-up trade to keep her in the
family. I’ll use yours for a trade-in.”

“Absolutely,” Mitch said.

“That was easy. Get yours cleaned out when we
get home, and I’ll trade it in,” Eli said.

“Are you going with black, too?”

“Naw, I think I’ll do blue,” Eli
answered.

“I like the blue, too,” Mitch replied.
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Eli and Mack worked hard to prepare a surplus
of handles for Mark and Mitch to keep up the stock until they
returned. Mitch and Zack hauled logs to the mill, and Mack helped
Eli cut the boards. When they had a load ready for delivery, Mitch
and Zack took them to town.

Mark came down to help one afternoon in the
mill.

“Do you have everything you’ll need while
we’re gone?” Eli asked.

“I’ve got a lot of blades to form before I
use all those handles. Zack has cleaned a bunch of steel, so I
don’t know what else I’d need. Are you all set for your trip?”

“Whit has us packed and ready to go.”

“May I drive you to the airport so you don’t
have to leave your vehicle?

Eli broke into a grin. “That’s a great idea.
Thank you.”

“I can just drop you and leave. I always
hated trying to find parking at an airport,” Mark replied.

“We’ll load everything tomorrow night and
pick you up Saturday morning. Mitch is going to stay here and care
for the animals.”

“I may see if he wants to do some fishing. We
may not have much time together once he’s married.”

“I know he’d enjoy that. There are plenty of
supplies for hushpuppies and oil for the cooker.”

“I bet we can add another load or two of
boards, too.”

“Evan says they sell as fast as we bring them
in,” Eli stated.

The boys arrived with another load of logs.
“How many are left on the ground?” Mark asked.

“Probably twenty-five or so,” Mitch
replied.

“Keep hauling as long as you have young
muscle, and we can do some milling while the clan is gone.”

Zack started flexing his muscles and posing
with a laugh. “Let’s drop this load and go for more,” he told
Mitch.

Two loads later, Mitch announced they were
done.

Mark’s phone pinged with a text. “Just in
time. Whit and your mom have spaghetti ready at our place.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Zack said as he
drained a water bottle.

“Thanks for all your help,” Mitch told Zack.
He looked at Mack and Eli. “Thanks for all your help, too, in
milling and loading boards.”

“Not a problem,” Eli said. “Zack isn’t the
only one getting strong,” she teased. “Mack’s done well helping
with the logs.”


Chapter Fourteen
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Eli patted Zack’s shoulder and handed him a
bottle of water. He had turned a bit green during take-off. “Here,
this should help.”

“Thanks, Da.” Zack took a tentative sip.

“Don’t toss your cookies. You know Mack would
never let you live it down,” Eli warned.

Zack smiled weakly. “Yeah, I know it. I
thought I was prepared for flying.”

“Try to relax and enjoy the view. We’ll be
there before you know it.”

Eli was relieved when breakfast was served,
and Zack’s hearty appetite resumed.

“Could I get another bagel?” he asked the
attendant.

“More juice as well?”

“Yes, please.” Zack gave her a cute
smile.
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When they landed, Eli called for the car
service to take them to the RV center. The twins loaded their bags
as Eli and Whit received instructions on operating the rig. Eli was
pleased that the vehicle had bells and whistles, and she could tell
it to plot out their route to the Grand Canyon.

“Let’s drive out of the city and find a spot
to stop for a late lunch and groceries,” Whit suggested. “Lunch
first. We don’t need to go to a grocery store with a hungry
Zack.”

“Hey, now.” He grinned. “I could eat a whole
cow right now. Breakfast is long gone.”

“Why don’t you find us a spot to eat, then,”
Eli told him.

“On it, Da,” Zack said, pulling out his
phone.

Whit used her phone to locate some grocery
stores on their route.

“We’ve got a Chinese buffet two exits ahead
and a BBQ place on the next one,” Zack reported.

“Any preference?” Eli asked.

“Honestly, I don’t think we’ll find any BBQ
as good as Uncle Mark’s, so it would be disappointing. There is a
Mexican place as well.”

Eli looked at Whit. “Chinese good with
you?”

“We’d have a better chance of filling Zack up
there,” Whit teased.

“I agree, and we will have plenty of good
opportunities for great Mexican food the farther west we get.” Eli
looked in the mirror. “What exit?”

“Exit 19,” Zack replied.

“Perfect, there’s a grocery store on that
exit, too,” Whit added.
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When they arrived at the campsite for the
night, Eli began leveling the RV while Whit and the twins explored
the view.

“Amazing,” Whit said when they gazed across
the South Rim of the Grand Canyon.

“I knew it would be huge, but this…is
incredible,” Mack said. “I will get a camera and see if Da needs
help. She’s got to come to see this.”

Whit could not tear her eyes away from the
beautiful sight. She nodded her head. Whit felt movement beside her
and glanced to see Zack beside her.

“Do you feel it?” Zack placed his hand on her
shoulder.

“Yes, there is a strong pulse coming from the
canyon. I bet some of our people have lived here before. It’s the
perfect environment to remain concealed. It’s so immense.”

“How would we know who is sending off the
energy?”

Whit shrugged. “I don’t really know. I would
assume the closer we got, the stronger the pulse. I’ve never met
another, though, that wasn’t family. I didn’t recognize your
grandfather’s energy for what it was until you two were created,
and he revealed himself.” Whit stared across the vast canyon.

“You miss him, don’t you?”

“I never knew my father growing up, and then
when we met, I only had a few years with him.”

“Do you have any idea when he’ll be
back?”

“No clue. I don’t understand how the life
cycle works. I hope it won’t be many years from now.”
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Eli was finished leveling the RV when Mack
arrived and rushed inside for a camera. “You’ve got to come see
this, Da.” She reached for Eli’s hand.

“It must be beautiful to get you so
excited.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this
before.”

“Wow, you aren’t kidding,” Eli said when they
came in sight of the canyon. “This is gorgeous.” Eli felt the
amulet growing warm against her skin and lifted it from beneath her
shirt. She looked at Whit. “I don’t think we’re alone.”

“No, Zack and I felt it, too. Not strong, but
there has been a presence here before us.”

Eli nodded. “A great spot to remain
undetected, too.”

Eli watched Mack remove the camera and begin
taking shots across the view. She watched the smile grow on Mack’s
face.

“This place is so big that panoramic view
doesn’t even begin to cover it all,” Mack told them.

“We’ve got a couple of days here to explore,
so you can take as many photos as you like.” Eli slipped an arm
around her daughter. “I’m going to get started on some supper if
y’all want to do some investigation.”

Whit smiled at Eli. “Do you need my
help?”

“No, ma’am. I’ve got this. You can cook
breakfast in the morning.”

Eli returned to the RV, set up the outdoor
kitchen, and placed chairs around a fire ring. It wasn’t like
cooking at home, but the equipment would meet their needs. Eli put
hamburger patties on the grill and started cooking fries while she
sliced tomatoes and onions for the burgers.
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The smell of cooking food drew her family
back to the campsite. “What can we do to help?” Mack asked.

“Bring plates, paper towels, condiments, and
cheese slices from inside. Zack, you can help your sister and bring
drinks, too.”

Whit kissed Eli. “What can I do?”

“Keep looking beautiful, and keep me
company.” Eli grinned, and she draped an arm around Whit’s
shoulders.

Zack returned with a package of cheese slices
and condiments. “Does everyone want cheeseburgers?” Whit asked.

“Oh yeah,” Zack replied.

“Will you open the buns so I can put them on
the grill to toast?” Eli used her spatula to clear a space on the
grill for the buns. She melted the cheese and then began removing
the hamburgers. Whit removed the fries from the cooker and poured
them onto a plate to cool.

“I love sweet potato fries,” Mack said as she
brought plates to her parents.

“They are different,” Eli agreed. “Will you
carry these burgers to the table?”

“Sure, Da,” Mack replied, taking the plate
from her. “Zack, you can come to carry the fries, and I’ll bring
the buns when they are warm.”
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Whit carried a tray of s’more ingredients to
the table after they finished eating. “Mack and I will clean up
from dinner if you and Zack get a fire started in the ring,” Whit
suggested. “Then we can relax and eat a tasty treat before we
retire for the evening.”

“Now we’re talking,” Zack replied. “I’ll
carry the trash to the dumpster when you’re ready.”

The fire was lit, and the kitchen was
cleaned. Zack carried the trash to the dumpster and came rushing
back.

“You thought it was beautiful today? Just
wait until you see the canyon at night.”

Whit reached for Eli’s hand. “Let’s go look
while the fire dies down.”

The absence of light pollution made the sky
dance with the array of stars. The full moon shone down on the
colored rocks, making them glow. Whit pointed out the
constellations for everyone, prompting discussion on how they were
named.

Eli smiled as she listened to the excitement
in Whit’s voice as she talked to them. If she had any questions
about Whit missing her research, the smile on her face was the
answer. Eli’s heart filled with pride, and she hoped that once Whit
returned from Harvard, she would resume her research in the lab.
Whit would always be a child of the stars.

“Let’s go make some s’mores, and we can talk
about tomorrow,” Whit suggested.

They settled around the fire ring as the kids
started toasting marshmallows.

“I, for one, am glad we booked a guided Jeep
tour. I don’t think I could handle riding the burros,” Eli
replied.

“To be honest, I couldn’t either,” Whit
admitted. “Our guide will pick us up here in the morning and
provide a half-day canyon tour. That will give us a great overall
view of the park.”

“Do we need to pack a lunch?” Mack asked.

“No, a grocery along the route sells deli
sandwiches. That’s one of our scheduled stops,” Whit explained.

“So, I don’t have to starve?” Zack asked.

“No, you can toss some snacks in your bag
just to make sure,” Eli replied. “We need to stay well hydrated,
too, so lots of water. The temperature and elevation are much
different than home.”

“I noticed I don’t sweat much,” Zack
said.

“Exactly. It’s a different heat and humidity,
so don’t let it sneak up on you,” Whit warned.

Eli couldn’t resist teasing her son. “If you
thought air sickness was harsh, you definitely don’t want elevation
sickness.”

“Where’s my water bottle?” Zack asked with a
grin.

“French toast or pancakes for breakfast?”
Whit asked.

“Pancakes are easier, right?” Mack asked.

“Both are pretty easy.”

“French toast then,” Mack answered.
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The following two weeks were spent visiting
Moab, Arches National Park in southern Utah, and then trips to the
Hoover Dam and Lake Mead. They agreed this would be their final
destination when they arrived at Yellowstone. The trip had been
excellent but exhausting. Eli arranged for the RV to be returned in
Bozeman, Montana, and they flew home from there.

“This was a fantastic trip,” Zack said as he
settled into the seat next to Eli. “Thank you and Mom for sharing
it with us.”

“We had fun, too. There will be others. We
have already talked about a trip to Alaska next summer,” Eli shared
with him.

“Aww, man. That will be a fun trip.” Zack
grinned.

“I think it will be, too. None of us have
ever been, so it will be fun.”
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Mark was waiting for Eli’s call when they
retrieved their luggage, and he pulled up within minutes of her
call. “Welcome home,” he said, opening the back of the SUV. “I hope
y’all had a good trip.”

“We did,” Zack said. “It was a fantastic
vacation, but it’s good to be home.”

“Mitch has a pile of logs for y’all to work
on. We didn’t get much of it milled while you were gone,” Mark
replied.

“That’s no problem,” Zack said, handing Mark
bags. “I’m ready to work with y’all.”

Mark loaded the final bag and hugged Eli.
“Good to see you home. We missed you.”

“Is Cruz okay?” Eli asked.

“She’s moped the whole time but perked up
when I told her you were coming home today when I left. Mitch is on
standby for a lunch order, so let me know what you want. I’ve got
steaks to cook tonight.”

“Chicken wings and livers?” Eli asked the
group.

“Sounds good. I’m starved,” Zack said.

“His new mantra,” Whit teased. “Do you want
me to call Mitch and place an order?”

“Yes, please. Mitch can go pick it up and
meet us at home,” Mark answered. “He loves Eli’s old truck, so he
volunteers for every run to town.”

“Please ask him to get some spicy wings,”
Zack requested.

Whit nodded and pulled out her phone.
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The timing was perfect, and Zack and Mitch
unloaded the bags after the meal.

“I’ll get started on the laundry, Mom,” Mack
offered.

“That’s too good to pass up,” Whit replied.
“I think I’ll bake a cake for dessert tonight.”

“Will you make some brownies, too?” Mitch
asked. “I’ve got ice cream making for tonight.”

“I can make both.” Whit looked at Eli. “What
are your plans for this afternoon?”

“I’d like to tackle that pile of logs and
mill some boards if Zack will help.”

“Let me go change clothes,” Zack replied,
leaving the room.

“I’m done in the forge for the day. Zack and
I can move the logs and load the boards. I’ll get the trailer
hooked up to the truck.”

“Sounds good, Mitch,” Eli replied. “Sounds
like it’s back to work for all of us.”

“Welcome home, everyone.” Whit grinned. “I’ll
check the garden after I get the cake in the oven to see what we
need to get harvested.”

“I can help with that between laundry,” Mack
informed her. “I’d like some street corn tonight, Uncle Mark.”

“You should have corn ready. Harvest and
shuck it, and I’ll get it ready for the grill if you bring it to
me,” Mark replied. “We have a tossed salad and baked beans for
sides. Any other requests?”

“That should be plenty,” Eli said. She looked
at her watch. “Finish up by five so we can get cleaned up and ready
for supper?”

“Should be perfect,” Mark answered.
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Eli changed into work clothes and met the
boys at the mill. “I got a call from the builder,” Mitch told her.
“The foundation has cured, and they will start on the house within
the next two weeks. Barring any major setbacks, it will be ready
early spring.”

“That’s fantastic news. Congratulations.”

“It is, but now Jessie wants to set a
date.”

“Don’t let her sway your decision. If you
still want to wait, then wait.”

“What if she changes her mind about marrying
me?”

“Then she’s not the woman for you. Jessie
isn’t going to change her mind. She’s just excited. Explain to her
that you want things to be set up as perfectly as possible for the
two of you. She will understand that and may offer to help with
some of the plans.”

“That’s true. I’m not old-fashioned enough to
think it’s all my duty to support a family.”

“Times have changed, and it takes two incomes
to live comfortably. I know you’ve been working hard to save as
much as possible, but you can always come to me if you need
anything.”

“I appreciate that, and you have already done
so much for us. I don’t want to take advantage of your kindness
unless absolutely necessary. We have to work together to make this
work.”

Eli smiled. “Where did my teenage Mitch go?
You’re sounding all grown up these days, and I am very proud of
you.”

“You and Dad have been good role models for
me,” Mitch said. He and Zack placed a log on the railing. “Back to
work. We have boards to mill.”

“Yes, sir,” Eli replied with a smile. She
pulled on her eye protection and started the saw.
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They filled the trailer, and Eli called a
halt to their day. “We got a lot done today. If you make a delivery
tomorrow, we can start on the next load this week.”

“Do we need to bring in some firewood for me
to split and stack so you’ll have plenty?” Zack asked.

“It wouldn’t hurt to have more, but I won’t
need as much as usual. Not much fun having a fire without my family
to share it with.”

“I didn’t think of that,” Zack replied. “You
know you could join us, right?”

Eli laughed and ruffled his hair. “I would be
bored to death in the city and need to be here, but thanks for
making me smile.”

Zack nodded. “If you cut some rounds for me,
I’ll get them split and stacked.”

“That sounds like a plan. I can get back to
handles while you split.”

“I’ll see y’all at supper,” Mitch said. “I
wonder if Mack took the corn to Dad yet?”

“Yeah, I saw her return a little while ago,”
Eli said.
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The summer passed too quickly for Eli’s
liking. They harvested and canned vegetables, made jellies, and
fished as often as possible. Mark and Mitch planned a cookout for
the weekend before they left for Boston with all their friends and
family.

Julia handed Eli a package that she stored in
the glove box of the SUV for the trip. She had completed a project
for Eli that would be opened in Boston. “Thanks for making these
for me.”

“It was my pleasure,” Julia said. “I know
they will love them.”

“I hope so,” Eli said, and they joined the
group at the picnic tables.

“I sure am going to miss these cookouts,”
Zack said as he filled his plate with seconds.

“Mark plans to cook and flash-freeze some
butts that we can ship to you so you don’t starve,” Eli told
him.

“That’s perfect. I think I can make Bama
white sauce now,” Mack said.

“Do you have everything packed in the
trailer?” Mitch asked.

“I think so,” Whit replied. “We’ll add our
suitcases in the morning.”

“Two months before your first school break?”
Mitch asked.

“Yeah, a week-long fall break and then two
weeks at Thanksgiving,” Mack replied.

“Don’t be surprised if your da and I come to
visit.”

“That’s the plan, Mitchy. Y’all come up, and
we’ll visit the museums in DC and eat our fill of Philly steak
along the way.” Mack hugged him.

“That sounds like great fun,” Mitch
replied.

“We’ll have a feast planned for
Thanksgiving,” Mark added.

Before Miss Flora left, she handed Zack a
large plastic cake holder. “I made you some cookies and brownies
for the trip. Bring it home in November, and I’ll refill it for
you.”

Zack kissed her cheek. “Thank you, Miss
Flora. Make sure Mitch keeps your freezer filled with fish.”

Miss Flora chuckled. “You kids have set me up
for at least a few months, but I’ll let him know if I start getting
low.”

“I’ll ensure she stays loaded with fish and
veggies,” Mitch promised.
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Eli wasn’t disappointed when storm clouds
rolled in, ending the festivities early. This would be her last
night at home with Whit, and she wanted to take advantage of every
moment they had together. After storing leftovers and seeing the
twins off for a night of movies and popcorn with Mitch, Eli led
Whit upstairs. She slowly undressed Whit, her eyes memorizing every
inch of Whit’s beautiful body. It would only be a month before her
first visit to Boston, but Eli was sure it would feel like ages.
Her mouth and hands covered Whit’s body with tender caresses. Eli
slipped out of her clothing and joined her lover on the bed. Their
bodies, so familiar with one another, fit perfectly as Eli rolled
onto Whit. Long kisses turned into passionate lovemaking, lasting
deep into the night.

When they were satisfied, Whit snuggled into
Eli. “It’s not too late to decide to join us.”

“I’ve thought about it long and hard, but my
place is here. I would be miserable in the city and a distraction
from your studies. I will have plenty here to keep me busy, but I
will still miss y’all terribly.”

Whit ran her fingertips down Eli’s face. “I’m
glad you will get Zip shortly after coming home. Nothing keeps you
busier than training a new pup.”

“I’m glad Mark decided to get her brother,
Tank. They can continue to grow together and will be good
companions for a long time.”

Even in the dim light of the room, Whit could
see the sad look on Eli’s face. She knew Eli worried about losing
Cruz and hoped it wouldn’t be before she and the kids came home.
Eli would need her for comfort during her loss. “I think Cruz will
be a big help in training both pups. I know she has missed playing
with Molly.”

“She’s not as energetic as she once was. I
see her acting like a grumpy old woman when the pups have worn out
her patience.” Eli grinned. “I’m happy she liked both of them when
we visited.”

“That’s precisely the kind of training they
will need. I expect pictures often.”

Eli chuckled. “Probably every day for the
first few weeks. I imagine they will be quite the characters.”

“I’m sure they will be, but you, Cruz, and
Mark will train them well.”

“They will keep me busy along with some other
projects. I also want to start working on the furniture for Mitch’s
house when I return.”

Whit sighed. “Just don’t forget to take time
for yourself, please. I know how you can get when you’re obsessed
with projects,” she teased. “Get Mark and Mitch to fish with you or
spend quality downtime relaxing. You do remember how to do that,
right?”

“I think so.” Eli chuckled. “If not, I’ll try
to learn again.”

Quiet enveloped the room, and Whit looked
over to find Eli asleep. She snuggled in to enjoy her last night at
home.
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Mitch helped Zack load the suitcases and
secure the trailer.

“Call us tonight to let us know you’ve landed
somewhere,” Mark said as he hugged Whit. “You and the kids have fun
and return home to us whenever possible.”

“We will,” Whit said with tears in her
eyes.

Mark and Mitch smiled and waved as they
pulled away.

“Is Aunt Eli going to be okay?”

“She’s truly going to go through empty nest
syndrome. It’s bad enough the kids are leaving, but with Whit gone
too, it’s up to us to give Eli our support.”

“I’ll spend as much time with her as
possible,” Mitch promised. “We have fish to catch, and maybe we can
find a few more honey holes to fish in. You should join us,
too.”

“I may just do that. A new puppy will keep
Eli busy for a while, and they are good listeners but not much on
conversation,” Mark replied.

Mitch laughed. “That’s true.”

Mark watched the vehicle disappear and
sighed. “Time for us to get to work.”

“Just a second,” Mitch said. He pulled out
his phone and sent Eli a text. Drive safe and remember I love
you most. “Now we can go. What are we working on today?”

“I got an email from my katana customer, and
he wants three more.” Mark grinned.

“That’s great news. Do you want me to work on
some smaller blades?”

Mark nodded. “If you don’t have axe orders, I
would appreciate your help on more Bowie knives. Those sell faster
than I can make them.”

“I’ll start prepping and stacking the metal
if you want to start on a katana. I’ll be ready for the forge in
between your forging.”

“Let’s get to it,” Mark said and climbed into
the Gator.

Cruz still sat watching for Eli to return.
Mitch called to her. “She’ll be back in a few days. Come go with
us.”

Cruz trotted over to the Gator and climbed
into the back seat.
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Eli smiled when Mitch’s text came across the
screen. “Do you want to reply?” the computer asked.

“Yes. No way, man,” Eli answered.

“I think he loves us just a little bit,” Whit
said as she reached for Eli’s hand.

“Maybe just a little.”

Eli eased onto the Interstate and drove the
speed limit. Whit thought she might be testing the control of
pulling the trailer, but deeper down, she knew Eli wanted to drag
out every moment with the kids and her.

“Let me know when you need a break from
driving,” she told Eli.

“I’m good for now. We can swap out once we
stop for lunch.”

Eli looked in the rearview mirror. “You’re
responsible for finding food for us on this trip. I know tomorrow
will be a no-brainer, but today, you need to do some research,” she
told Zack.

Zack nodded. “I’ll pull up our route on my
phone and see what’s along the way. Any preferences?”

“I’m still stuffed from Uncle Mark’s
burritos,” Mack groaned.

“Me, too, but I’ll be ready in four hours or
so,” Zack said.

“Do your research and let us know our
options,” Eli requested.

“On it, Da.” Zack smiled at her.

“We need to book a room for tonight, too,”
Eli told Whit. “I wasn’t sure how far we would make it today
hauling a trailer.”

“I’ll find us a good stopping point and book
something,” Whit said.

“What can I do?” Mack asked.

“You can select a playlist for us.” Eli
grinned. She handed Mack her phone.

Eli’s heart lodged in her throat when the
music started. Mack had picked out an oldies playlist, and Bob
Segar’s “Turn the Page” started playing.

“Good choice,” Whit praised her daughter,
unaware of Eli’s struggle with controlling her emotions.

Eli pulled on her sunglasses to hide the
tears pooling in her eyes. She welcomed the Eagles when the song
ended, and new music began playing.
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Whit pulled under the canopy of the hotel.
“The kids and I’ll grab our bags if you get us checked in. I’ll
find someplace to park that’s safe for the trailer.”

“Bring in Miss Flora’s goodies. We can buy
milk and have a nice snack before bed.”

“You got it,” Mack said and picked up the
container. “Zack didn’t do too much damage today.” She grinned at
her brother.

Zack shrugged. “Those brownies were calling
my name.”

Eli looked at her son. “I’m glad you’ve
learned how to bake them. I’d hate to think you would be without
brownies for months.”

“I’ve got great backups between Mom and
Mack.” He grinned.

“That you do.” Eli walked inside to
check-in.

Mack, Zack, and Whit entered, pulling bags.
She handed Zack a key card and picked up a bag of milk cartons.
“Get settled in, and I’ll keep the milk cold.”
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Eli watched to ensure Mack’s key worked and
then tapped her card to the door lock. She held the door for Whit.
“That bed looks comfy.” Eli placed the milk cartons into the mini
freezer.

Whit placed the bag on the suitcase stand.
“I’m looking forward to stretching out with you. That last half
hour of driving has me all tense.”

“I’ll gladly massage your neck and
shoulders,” Eli offered.

“That would feel so good.” Whit rolled her
head and heard it pop.

“Wow, I heard that all the way over here. I
think maybe the kids and I will do the driving tomorrow and let you
relax.”

“I won’t complain. Zack is so excited for
Philly cheese steak, so you need to make sure he uses the cruise
control.”

“I know. Zack’s stomach growls every time we
mention those sandwiches. Maybe you and Mack can make a grocery
list. We can drop the trailer off the following morning and shop
after.”

“Mack and I can get our things unpacked and
put away if you and Zack want to do the shopping.”

“That would give us more time together if we
divide and conquer. We may come home with a few extra carts of
groceries.” Eli smiled. “I need to make sure Zack has a good
breakfast.”

“That would be a smart move.” Whit pulled out
their clothes for the following day and joined Eli on the loveseat.
“Are you tired?”

“Not terribly. I napped a bit while you were
driving. Why?”

“Do you want to see what movies are available
and watch one with the kids?”

Before Eli could answer, Zack came busting
through the door. “Da, have you checked the movies out yet? They’ve
got some great ones.”

“Your mom and I were just discussing that.
What do you want to see?”

“They have ‘The Meg,’” Zack answered.

“Ruby Rose is in that one, right?” Eli
asked.

“Yeah, she looks pretty hot, too,” Zack
replied.

“Is that okay with y’all?” Eli asked.

Whit nodded, and Mack replied, “Fine with me,
Da.”

“Grab the cookies and brownies then, and Zack
can get the milk from the freezer while Mom sets up the movie,” Eli
instructed.

“Should we pile up on the bed to watch?” Whit
asked.

“Good idea. Zack, I’ll get the milk if you
grab some pillows off your beds.”

“On it, Da.”
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Eli enjoyed the movie but enjoyed the comfort
of her two children snuggling into her even more. They were warm
and laughed when they jumped at a surprising point in the film.
“You know, I was expecting that, but I still jumped,” Eli
admitted.

“Me, too, Da.” Mack smiled up at her.

After the show ended, Whit climbed from the
bed and sealed the treat container. “Not much left, but maybe it
will be enough to hold you until we get to Philly,” she teased
Zack.

“I’ll do my best to stretch them out.” He
grinned back at her.

Mack picked up her pillows and kissed her
parents. “Goodnight, Mom and Da.”

“We’ll see you in the morning for breakfast,”
Whit answered.

Zack kissed them both. “Do I need to wake
you?”

Eli shook her head. “No, we’ll set an alarm
for six. If you two are up and ready before then, go ahead and pack
your bags and eat breakfast. Just let us know you’re going.”

“We will wait for y’all. We need to share as
many family meals as possible on this trip,” Zack replied.

Eli nodded. “Good point. We’ll see you in the
morning. Goodnight, kids.”

Eli turned back to Whit with tears in her
eyes.

“Are you okay?”

“I wasn’t expecting that from Zack.”

“They are struggling with separation, too.
We’ve always been together,” Whit said.

Eli smiled. “They were both like my second
skin tonight, but I loved it.”

“They love you and will miss you almost as
much as I will. Let’s go to bed, and I’ll snuggle in to be your
second skin.”

Eli took Whit in her arms. “Did you have any
idea that life would be this good eighteen years ago?”

Whit looked into her eyes. “With you, yes.
The twins have made it more special for us.”

“I can’t get over how fast time passed with
them. It feels like yesterday they would crawl up on the couch with
me for story time.”

“Time has flown by,” Whit replied.
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After consuming several Philly cheese steaks
and getting some to go, the group left Philly for their final leg
of the journey to Boston. With each passing mile, Eli felt her
heart grow heavier, knowing that her time with her family was
growing short. Sensing her distress, Whit reached over and took her
hand.

“We’ll be home again before you know it,” she
promised.

“We will call every day, too,” Zack said.

“At least once,” Mack replied.

Eli nodded and kept her eyes glued to the
highway.
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When they arrived at the faculty housing, Eli
parked as close to the door as possible. “Time to work off those
Philly cheese steaks,” she told the kids.

“I’ll take the sandwiches in and stick them
in the refrigerator. We can snack on them after we unload the
trailer.”

“We made good time. Zack and I can drop off
the trailer when it’s unloaded, share the sandwiches, or go out for
something hot.”

“I can always eat them for breakfast in the
morning before we go shopping,” Zack stated.

“That would definitely fill him up,” Whit
teased her son. “We can share the rest until we get groceries
stocked.”

“Let’s get busy then,” Eli said as she
unlocked the trailer.
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Eli collapsed onto the couch when they
returned from supper. “That was great sushi and hibachi, but now
I’m stuffed.” She looked at the piles of boxes stacked in the room.
“Have we even made a dent?”

“The clothes are all put away, and bathrooms
are almost set up. Mack and I will get back on these boxes tomorrow
while you two grocery shop,” Whit answered.

“I didn’t think we had this much in the
trailer. Can we clear a path to the television and recliners to
watch TV before getting ready for bed? I think we’ve done enough
for today,” Eli added.

“I won’t complain.” Whit sat next to her
while the twins moved boxes.
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Eli handed Zack the last bag. “This should be
enough to get you started and last a little while.”

“I didn’t think of basics like condiments,
sugar, flour, and items needed to set up a kitchen. I’m spoiled to
walk into the kitchen and home and have everything I need.”

“I’m sure we overlooked a few things, but
these are the essential items you’ll need to get started. Coffee is
a must.” Eli grinned. “I missed not having any this morning.”

“I’ll fix you some when we return,” Zack
offered.

“I may take you up on that, Son.”
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Mack’s eyes grew wide when they opened the
back of the SUV. “Holy cow, did you buy the store?”

“We’re starting from scratch here, remember,”
Whit said as she handed Mack several bags.

“Yeah, that’s true. We have empty shelves and
appliances to fill.”

“Starting with the coffee pot as soon as we
find the coffee,” Zack replied. “I promised Da I’d make her
some.”

Eli carried a load into the kitchen. She
looked at the living room. “Y’all have made good progress
unpacking.”

“Almost done,” Whit said.

Zack carried a large box inside. “Look what
we found,” he told Eli and Mack. “It’s a mini Blackstone like Uncle
Mark’s.”

“We’re going to try our hand at making
breakfast burritos in the morning,” Eli said to Whit. “This will
make cooking meals simple and healthier for all of you.”

Whit grinned. “I can cook a dozen slices of
French toast or pancakes at once on that.”

“That’s the plan.” Zack grinned. “I’ll learn
to make the burritos, so we will have some easy options for
breakfast.”

“Will you be able to carry the gas canister
around back? We can hook up the griddle while Mack and your mom set
up the kitchen.”

“I found the coffee,” Mack said, holding up a
box.

“Let’s get the last of the bags, and we can
take a break,” Eli told Zack.

“I think you got much more than what we had
on our list,” Whit said as she sat beside Eli to enjoy a
coffee.

Eli shrugged. “I wanted to ensure you had all
the staples and food to last for a while. I’m sure the next week
will be busy for y’all.”

“Probably so until we get used to our new
schedules,” Whit agreed.

“Hey, will you two join us for a few
minutes?” Eli called to the twins.

Eli pulled out a small bag and sat beside
them when they arrived. “I want to give you something to celebrate
the next chapter of our lives and remind you how much you all mean
to me.” Eli placed a small box in front of each of them. “She
nodded. Go ahead.”

Whit was the first to open the box to find
the beautiful ring. “This is beautiful. Is this what Julia gave you
before we left?”

Eli nodded. “She made them for us. Since we
can’t find a way to slice the crystals, the blue topaz must
do.”

“Look inside, Mom,” Mack said.

Whit lifted the gold band with topaz
gemstones and looked inside. Never forget how much I love
you was engraved inside the ring.

“I’d like you to wear these as a reminder
that I will always love you no matter how far apart we are,” Eli
said with a voice filled with emotion.

“It’s a perfect fit,” Zack said as he lifted
his hand to show Eli. “Thank you, Da.”

“Thank you all for being such a great family.
I cherish every moment we have had together and look forward to
many great years to come.”

Zack hugged her and kissed her cheek. “You
and Mom have given us everything we need, and we share a love that
is so special.”

“It is indeed, Son. You and Mack have been a
blessing to us.”

“Do you really have to fly back so soon?”
Mack asked.

“We’ll have a great day tomorrow, but
starting Monday, your days will be jam-packed as you settle into
your new schedules. I have many projects waiting for me back home
as well.”

Eli looked at Whit. “Is there anything
special you’d like to do before taking me to the airport?”

“I think we have planned an excellent
breakfast already. Why don’t we pack a picnic lunch and find a park
near the airport? This beautiful weather won’t last much
longer.”

Eli looked at the twins, “Is that okay with
y’all?”

Mack nodded. “That sounds like a good
plan.”

 


†

 


Eli stepped out of the SUV and shared a
tearful goodbye with her family at the airport. Zack handed her the
overnight bag she had packed. “I will call you when I make it home
tonight,” she told them.

“We will see you soon. I love you,” Whit said
as she kissed Eli.

“More,” Eli replied with a grin. “Work hard
and learn all you can,” she told Mack and Zack. “Take care of each
other and have some fun, too.”

“We will, Da,” Zack replied.

Eli walked to the entrance and turned to wave
to her family. Tears slipped from her eyes when she entered, and
she wiped them away with her hand. I feel like I’m leaving my
world behind. Eli straightened and walked to the counter to
check in for her flight. I know this is the right thing, but it
doesn’t make my heart hurt any less.

“Here you go, Ms. Fortner,” the agent said,
handing her the boarding pass. “Have a great flight.”

“Thanks,” Eli replied, walking through
security to find her gate. When she took her seat, her phone pinged
with texts. Both kids and Whit had sent her a text. I love you.
Never forget.

I love you all, she answered, wiping
her eyes again.
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Mark and Mitch met her at the airport in
Asheville. “How was your flight?” Mitch asked as he loaded her
small bag.

“Not bad at all. I was surprised at how short
the flight was. Good to know for future trips.” Eli smiled.

“Welcome home, Sis. I can envision you
becoming a frequent flyer soon,” Mark teased.

“That’s very likely. It was hard leaving Whit
and the twins behind,” Eli replied as she climbed into the back
seat.

“I can’t imagine, but they are where they are
meant to be,” Mark said. “Are you hungry? Mitch hasn’t stopped
talking about sushi since we arrived.”

“I could eat some sushi.” Eli forced a smile.
“I’ll text Whit so she doesn’t worry if I call later.”
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Cruz was curled up on the porch, waiting for
her arrival. “Do you want me to grab the bag for you?” Mitch
offered. “I’ve already fed everyone for the evening, so you can
relax.”

“I’ve got the bag. Thanks for picking me up
and for the sushi. I’ll see y’all in the morning.”

“Come up for breakfast if you want. Mitch is
making pancakes,” Mark said.

“Sounds good.” Eli exited the truck. “See you
then.” She closed the door and walked to the porch. Cruz waited for
her, her rear wiggling with excitement. “I told you I wouldn’t be
long,” Eli said as she sat beside Cruz and ran her hand down the
dog’s side. “Have you been a good girl?” Eli’s question was
answered by a warm tongue on her cheek. “Just you and me again for
a while,” Eli said, kissing Cruz’s head.

They sat together on the steps until Eli’s
aching bladder needed relief. “Go potty, and let’s relax.”

 



Chapter Sixteen
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It was difficult, but Eli settled into her
new routine. The arrival of Zip and Tank kept her very busy as she
began puppy training. Cruz was a patient teacher but quick to
remind the pups when they were out of line with a soft nip. As much
as she wanted to romp and play with them, Eli knew Cruz’s body
would not allow chasing after two rambunctious pups. She spent much
of her time with her head in Eli’s lap as the pups played to burn
off energy.

Mark and Mitch kept her busy during the day
making handles for the forged instruments, and Eli spent hours
after supper working on the furniture for Mitch and Jessie. When
she tired, she would return to the house and start fresh the next
day. She eagerly counted the days until the fall break when Whit
and the kids would come home.
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“I thought you would want the first few days
to spend with your family, but are you still good with having a
Thanksgiving feast?” Mark asked.

“Absolutely. Just let me know what I can
contribute.”

“Mitch and I are frying turkeys, and Laura is
baking a ham. Miss Flora, Macy, and Doc Loren will bring veggies,
desserts, and casseroles. It would be great to have one or two of
Whit’s apple pies, though.”

“I’ll check to see what supplies she needs.
How about some freshly baked rolls, too?”

“Sounds great. Laura is making Mom’s corn
casserole and several other side dishes.”

“I’ll stock up on tea and other drinks,” Eli
offered.
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Eli was two hours early arriving at the
airport. She went to Whit’s favorite bakery and purchased a
container of cinnamon rolls and a large coffee. It wasn’t long
before Eli regretted going large and drove to a nearby store to
relieve her bladder. When she parked in the cell phone lot, her
eyes scanned the skies for incoming flights, eager for her family’s
return. Eli’s heart raced when she witnessed the arrival of their
flight and waited for the text to pick them up at the curbside.
When her phone pinged, she drove quickly to retrieve her family.
She found them waiting for her, and Eli was shocked at Zack’s
appearance. He must have hit another growth spurt. When she emerged
from the truck to hug them, she smiled at him when he was the same
height as her.

“What have you been feeding Zack? He’s grown
at least five inches,” she teased.

“He eats everything in sight but never gains
a pound,” Mack replied.

“You have grown taller, too,” Eli said.

She reached for Whit. “You haven’t grown
taller, but I believe you have become even more beautiful.”

Whit chuckled. “I love you. It’s so good to
be here.”

“Zack, toss those bags in the back and let’s
go home. Uncle Mark’s cooking a butt that will be ready by
four.”

“All right,” Zack said. “Are we still having
a Thanksgiving feast as planned?” he asked.

“You definitely won’t go hungry,” Eli
promised.

“It smells like cinnamon in here,” Whit said
as she buckled her seatbelt.

Eli smiled at her wife. “I made a stop at
your favorite bakery.” She pointed to the box on the dash. “I bet
the sun’s kept them warm, too.”

Whit opened the box and breathed deeply. She
pulled out a roll and took a bite. “Just as tasty as ever.”

“They do smell good,” Zack remarked from the
back seat.

Whit handed him the box. “Share with your
sister and leave me some,” she warned.

“It’s so good to have y’all home. We’ve all
missed you.”

“We’ve missed y’all, too. How are things
going at home?” Whit asked.

“They’ve started construction on Mitch’s
home. I swear he takes pics every fifteen minutes.” Eli chuckled.
“Business for the forge is going well, and the new pups, well, they
are pups.”

“Keeping you and Mark on your toes? How does
Cruz do with them?”

“She’s surprisingly patient with them. They
test my patience and Mark’s, but they are smart and pick up new
things quickly.” Eli chuckled. “Zip tried to show her dominance
with Tomboy, but it only took two swats for her to learn her
lesson. Now they curl up together.”

“Is there anything we need to do around the
house to help get caught up?” Zack asked.

“No, this week will be only for relaxing.
With Mitch’s help, I’ve managed to keep chores current.”

“No trees to cut or logs to split?”

“You can check with Uncle Mark, but you’ve
got my firewood racks overflowing. It’s been a while since Mitch
milled any lumber, so ask him if he needs help.” Eli smiled. “I
think they may have some steel sections that need cleaning,
too.”

“If the garden has finished producing, maybe
you can do some tilling if you feel like you need something to do,”
Whit suggested.

“I have not done that yet.” Eli smiled.

“How are your projects going?” Mack
asked.

“I’ve got the kitchen table finished, and
I’ve started on a coffee table. I’ve built and sanded but haven’t
stained yet.”

“Do you want my help?” Mack asked. “You said
I’m good at staining.”

“I would love your help,” Eli said. “You can
apply a coat and stain some handles for me.”

“Everyone but me has an assignment.” Whit
pouted.

Eli shook her head. “Not true. Mark has
requested you make apple pies and homemade rolls for Thanksgiving.
I haven’t checked on the lab in a while, so you probably need to
visit.”

“Will we have weather good enough to fish?”
Zack asked.

“It’s cool in the mornings, but the
afternoons have been nice. I’m positive you could convince Mitch to
fish.” Eli looked at Whit. “So much for a relaxing week.”

“The kids couldn’t wait to come home and help
you,” Whit told her.

Eli glanced in the rearview. “Do we need to
stop for a snack, or can you make it until three?”

“I had a snack on the airplane, so I think I
can survive until three. I know it will be worth the wait,” Zack
replied.

“I’m sure you can find something at home to
munch on if necessary,” Whit said.

Eli turned on her blinker and stopped in the
drive. “Mack, will you grab the mail for me?”

“Sure, Da.” Mack exited the truck and
returned with a few pieces of mail.

Eli parked the truck, and Cruz walked out to
meet them. A small pup was right behind her.

“Hey, Cruz,” Mack said and hugged her neck.
She was rewarded with kisses on her cheek.

“Zack isn’t the only one growing,” Whit said
as Zip waited patiently for attention.

“That’s a good girl, Zip,” Eli praised.

Zip shook with excitement as Whit petted her
head.

“Does she fetch yet?” Zack asked.

Eli nodded. “Go get your ball, Zip.”

The pup raced back to the porch and returned
with a tennis ball in her mouth. “She will wear you out,” Eli
warned.

“Leave the bags, and I’ll bring them in after
playing with Zip,” Zack suggested.

Eli reached for Whit’s hand, and they walked
to the porch steps. They took a seat to watch Zack and Zip. Cruz
sat between Eli and Mack, content to have Mack’s hand stroking down
her side.

“She’s fast,” Whit said. “Zip suits her
perfectly.”

“For the runt of the litter, she’s
surprisingly fast. Faster than Tank, and she learns quicker,
too.”

Whit laid her head on Eli’s shoulder. “It’s
great to be home.”
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Eli and Whit were up early on Thanksgiving
morning and sat drinking coffee waiting for the twins to awaken.
Whit was walking to the kitchen for refills when they heard a knock
on the door.

“Who is knocking on our door this early?”
Whit asked.

“No idea, but I’ll find out.” Eli pulled the
door open and called out, “Brad.”

“Hey, Aunt Eli.” Brad pulled her into a hug
and walked inside to hug Whit.

“We didn’t know you were coming home,” Eli
replied.

“Nobody did. I had a short break, and I was
able to catch a flight to Asheville. I knew y’all would be cooking
up a feast, so an extra face at the table wouldn’t be an issue.”
Brad grinned. “The twins aren’t up yet?”

“You should know you’re always welcome. No,
we are enjoying a few minutes of peace before the day starts. Does
your dad know you’re home?”

“Yes, ma’am. I got in about a half hour ago,
and he sent me down to collect y’all for breakfast.”

Mack walked down the hall with Cruz on her
heels. She stopped and wiped her eyes. “Brad!” She rushed forward
to hug him. “It’s so good to see you.”

“I told you I’d make it if I could,” he
replied, holding her close.

“What is all the commotion in here?” Zack’s
eyes grew wide when he saw Brad. “Welcome home.”

“Damn, Bro, you have grown. What are they
feeding you?” Brad teased.

“Anything he can get his hands on,” Mack
replied.

“It’s good to see you.” Brad took his hand
and pulled him into a hug. “Dad sent me after y’all for breakfast,
so get dressed so we can head up the mountain.” Brad knelt to pet
Cruz. “Hey, old girl. I hear you’ve been keeping some puppies in
line.”

Cruz licked his face and wiggled with
excitement.

“Bring Zip out so she can go potty,” Eli told
Zack. Zack had the puppy’s crate in his room.

“Be right back,” Zack answered as Mack opened
the door for Cruz.

Brad watched her exit. “She’s getting slow,
isn’t she?”

“Slow, yes, but still a very loving
companion,” Eli said.

“Always,” Brad answered as Zip rushed down
the hall. “You’re not as big as your goofy brother,” he said,
stroking her head.

“No, not big, but fast and smart as a whip,”
Eli informed him. “Are you in a Gator?”

“Yes, ma’am. Do you want me to take the twins
and the dogs?” Brad asked.

“If you don’t mind. Whit and I will freshen
up and be right behind you.”

“Dad’s already cooking bacon, so don’t be
long. You know how us boys are around bacon,” Brad teased.

“Let’s go, honey,” Eli reached for Whit’s
hand. “I want some bacon in my burrito.”

“I’ll do my best to guard the plate,” Mack
replied.
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“This is a pleasant surprise,” Eli said to
Whit. “Did you have any idea?”

“No, but apparently, Brad and Mack stay in
contact. I think she asked if he was coming home,” Whit
replied.

“No matter, it’s great to see him. He’s grown
so much from that long-legged skinny teen we once knew.

“That he has. I wonder if Hayden knows he’s
in town?”

“If not, I’m sure she’ll know before the day
is out.” Eli smiled as she brushed her hair. “We can come back
later and shower.”

Whit pulled her into her arms and kissed her.
“Happy Thanksgiving.”

“It just got even better. I love you.”
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Mark was smiling from ear to ear when they
arrived. Laura was also excited to have her baby home for the
holiday. Mack, Zack, and Brad played with the pups in the yard
while Mark and Mitch finished breakfast.

“How long does he get to stay?” Eli
asked.

“Just until Saturday, but we’ll take what we
can get,” Mark replied.

“He’s so grown up.” Eli smiled. “Not your
little baby anymore.”

“That’s for sure. I felt my back crack when
Brad hugged me this morning. All grown up. I miss my little boys,
but I’m proud of the men they have become.”

“You have much to be thankful for. Both came
with challenges, but you and Laura survived them, and the boys
thrived under your guidance.”

“Your support has meant a lot, especially
with Mitch. It doesn’t hurt that he adores and respects you, too,”
Mark added.

“The feeling is mutual. Mitch amazes me every
day.”

Cruz found a spot of sunlight and curled up.
Mark followed Eli’s gaze. “Is she glad the kids are home?”

“She and Mack have been inseparable since
they arrived.” Eli looked at her brother. “You might think I’m
crazy, but I think she’s saying her goodbyes.”

Mark wrapped her in his arms. “I don’t think
you’re crazy. I was thinking the same thing.”

“I’m going to have Doc Loren look at her
later. I don’t want her to suffer.” Eli could feel a lump of
emotion filling her throat.

Mack and Zack stopped chasing Zip to look at
her. “Da, are you okay?” Mack projected.

Eli stepped back from Mark. “Yes, I’m okay.
Keep playing.” She turned away and wiped a tear that slipped down
her cheek.

“What do you think about making her a burrito
this morning?” Mark asked.

“I know she would love that,” Eli answered.
“No peppers, though. They give her gas.” Eli forced a smile.

Mark placed a heaping portion of scrambled
eggs, broken bits of bacon, and a slice of cheese on the grill to
melt the cheese. He put the concoction on a plate and handed it to
Eli. “Go feed your baby. Mitch and I will finish here,” Mark said
when Mitch returned with tortillas.

Eli took the plate, walked over to Cruz, and
sat beside her. “Happy Thanksgiving, baby girl.”

Cruz ate every bite and then licked Eli’s
fingers. Mack sat down beside them. “Is that why you’re sad? Cruz
is ready to go, so don’t be sad for her.”

Eli whipped her head around to look at Mack.
“How do you know that?”

“I don’t know, Da. It’s just a sense I get
from her. I don’t think it will be too far away. I’m glad we came
home to share one more visit with her.”

“What do you think of the new pup?” Eli asked
to change topics.

“She’s smart as a whip and will be a good
dog. I think in time, you will love her like you have Cruz. She
would like that.”

“There will never be another like Cruz,” Eli
said.

“No, Da, but different can also be good,”
Mack said.

“Are you two going to sit in the sun or come
eat?” Mark called out.

“On our way,” Eli answered and stroked Cruz’s
head.
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When everyone else had eaten, Eli and Doc
Loren took Cruz into the house for a quick exam. “She’s lost some
weight,” Loren said. “Is she eating well?”

“Not consistently. Not drinking well,
either,” Eli answered.

“I’m afraid her body is shutting down on her,
my friend. Does she seem to be in pain?”

“No, she doesn’t, but she doesn’t move much
anymore. Not like her younger days. She rides in a Gator if we go
to Mark’s.”

“I’m more than willing to come out anytime
you’re ready to say goodbye,” Loren offered.

“Mack thinks it will be soon. I think she’s
saying her goodbyes to Whit and the twins,” Eli replied with tears
in her eyes.

“You may both be right. I don’t think it will
be long before Cruz starts showing pain. You call me, even in the
middle of the night.”

“I will. Thank you. Are we ready to go join
the others at the fire pit?”

Cruz walked to the door. “I think that’s our
answer.” Doc Loren smiled.
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Brad was the first to leave that weekend. Eli
took Whit and the kids to the airport on Sunday. Cruz had bathed
them all with kisses before they left. Whit could see the tears in
her eyes, and she wasn’t sure if they were for them leaving or
Cruz, or a combination of both. Zack placed the last bag in the
truck while Mack kissed Cruz’s head and laid her forehead against
Cruz’s.

“You have been a great friend, and I will
always love you.”

“Be good, and I will be back soon,” Eli
said.

“Could she ride with us?” Zack asked.

“Ask her,” Eli responded.

“Cruz, do you want to ride?” Zack said and
knelt on the ground beside the truck.

Her head perked up, and she trotted gingerly
to Zack. “I’ll give you a lift,” he said, gently picking her up.
“I’ll put her in the front seat when we get to the airport,” he
told Eli.

Cruz settled on the seat between the twins
and smiled at Eli.
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When they returned from the airport, Eli fed
Zip and Cruz. Cruz ate very little and walked outside to sit on the
porch. Eli prepared a cup of coffee and joined Cruz on the steps.
Cruz lifted her head and placed it on Eli’s leg. “You have been a
great friend,” Eli said, echoing Mack’s earlier statement. “We’ve
shared some great times, you and I. I will miss you terribly, but I
know it’s your time to go and become a puppy again.”

Eli sipped on her coffee as they watched the
sun start to fade. Her hand tenderly stroked down Cruz’s head until
she sighed deeply, and Cruz fell still. Eli’s heart broke when she
realized her girl was gone, and she let her tears flow freely. Once
she calmed her emotions, she picked up her phone and called
Mitch.

“I need you,” she said. Her voice cracked
with emotion. “Cruz is gone, and I need your help.”

“I’m sorry, Aunt Eli. I’ll be right there,”
Mitch replied.
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Mitch texted his dad and picked up Mark and
two shovels from the tool shed before driving to Eli’s.

“How did she sound?” Mark asked.

“As you would expect. I could tell Eli was
crying and trying to hold it together.”

“Damn, I hate this for her. Cruz was such a
good companion to Eli.”

“Yeah, she was. Best dog I’ve ever known,”
Mitch said.

When they arrived at Eli’s, she sat on the
porch steps with Cruz’s head in her lap. She looked up and smiled
at them weakly. “Thanks for coming. Mitch, will you go inside and
grab Cruz’s bed?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry she had to go,” Mitch
said, placing a brief hand on Eli’s shoulder.

Mark nodded. “She was your once-in-a-lifetime
dog. There will be others, but not another like Cruz in your
heart.”

“I know.” Eli looked up at him with eyes
swollen from crying. “I’d like to place her next to Molly in the
orchard, so they can be together again.”

Mark pushed back his tears. “I think that’s
perfect. They are both probably kicking up their heels again.”

Mitch placed the bed beside Eli and lifted
Cruz into the soft fabric. “The orchard? By Molly?” he asked.

“Yes. Will you help me dig?”

“We both will,” Mark said. “Place Cruz in the
back with Eli,” Mark said.

“Yes, sir.” Mitch placed the bed gently down
on the seat, and he unclipped Cruz’s collar. He hung her collar
from the rearview mirror when he climbed into the driver’s
seat.
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“Let’s give Eli a few minutes alone,” Mark
told Mitch. “We’ll be right back, Sis.”

They returned to Mark’s home. “Put the
shovels up and grab a few lawn chairs. I’m going to grab a
six-pack.”

“How is she?” Laura asked when Mark opened
the refrigerator.

“Tore up, but I know she’s glad Cruz is at
peace. We buried her with Molly. Mitch and I will have a few beers
with her, and I’ll be home.”

Laura nodded. “Take all the time you
need.”

“Thanks, hon,” Mark replied, kissing Laura on
his way out.
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Mitch turned on a lantern and placed the
chairs next to the grave. Mark removed the caps from three beers
and handed one to Eli before sitting next to her. He lifted her
bottle. “We’ve been blessed with good dogs, but Cruz has been the
best. We love you and will miss you, old girl.”

They tapped their bottles together in salute
to Cruz. Eli smiled. “I’m glad she got to say goodbye this
weekend.”

“I think that’s what she was waiting for. To
see Whit and the kids one last time,” Mark replied.

“She left happy. That’s all any of us could
ask for,” Mitch said. “I bet she and Molly haven’t stopped playing
yet.”

“Probably not. The most unlikely pair but
great friends,” Mark added. “I know we all laughed watching them
play.”

Eli was surprised when a group of fireflies
hovered over the grave for several minutes before floating away in
the sky. Eli chuckled. “I think that was Cruz’s way of letting us
know she made it.”

“Yep,” Mark said and took a long drink of
beer.

Eli stood and folded up her chair. After a
long look back at the grave, she looked at Mitch. “Will you take me
home?”

“Yes, ma’am, I will,” he answered.

Mitch pulled the Gator to the front steps and
removed the collar from the mirror. “I’m sure you will find a good
spot for this.”

“Thanks for thinking about this, Mitch,” Eli
said as she took the collar. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

Mark smiled. “Come up for some SOS for
breakfast. Frankly, I’m tired of turkey and ham.”

Eli nodded and stepped onto the porch, and
watched them drive away. She heard the vibration of her phone on
the front step and looked down to see Whit’s image. Eli sat on the
steps and picked up the phone. “Hello, my love.”

“Is everything okay? I’ve called several
times to let you know we made it back to Boston.”

Eli felt her stomach clench as she tried to
hold back the tears. “Cruz is gone. The boys and I just finished
burying her next to Molly. I left my phone behind.”

“Oh, baby. I’m so sorry. I wish I were there
with you.”

“I’m okay. Cruz died peacefully with her head
in my lap on the front steps. Just a big sigh, and she was
gone.”

“I’m glad she left on her terms before she
started experiencing pain, and you had to make a hard
decision.”

“I didn’t think of that. Cruz wouldn’t have
wanted to put me in that position.” Eli felt the tears sliding down
her face.

“Do you want me to come home?” Whit
asked.

“I always want you at home, but I’ll be okay.
I just need some time to adjust to life after Cruz. Another page
turned in my life.”

“I can be there by tomorrow morning,” Whit
offered.

“No, sweetheart, stay with the kids. Will you
let them know for me?”

“They already know,” Whit answered. “Mack’s
in tears, but Zack is trying to comfort her.”

“Go. Be with the kids, and we can talk later.
I love you.”

“I love you most. Never forget.” Whit
smiled.

“I won’t. Call me later.”

Eli ended the call and realized she held
Cruz’s collar in her hand. “I think I know the perfect spot for
you.” Eli walked out to the workshop and hung the collar on a nail
above her workbench. “We spent hours together, and you can still
supervise me from here.”

Eli looked at the various handles on her
workbench that needed completing. “I’ll get back to work on you
tomorrow.” She turned off the light and closed the door.
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Eli broke into laughter when she entered the
front door. The kitchen and living room looked covered in snow. She
had forgotten Zip was not in her cage when they left with Cruz, and
she had found her way to an open bathroom and helped herself to
several rolls of toilet paper.

Eli shook her head. “I can’t even scold you.
I’m just as much at fault. Let’s clean up your mess, and we can
play for a few minutes before bedtime.”

Zip looked at Eli with soft, warm eyes and
hung her head when Eli started sweeping up the bits of toilet
paper. “I guess this is a rite of passage for you. Cruz did the
same thing numerous times when she was a pup.”

Eli tossed the ball for Zip several times
before the pup wore down and sat beside her on the steps. She
draped her arm around Zip. “You still have much to learn, but
you’re the top dog now.”

Zip leaned into Eli and licked the salty tear
stains from her cheek. “Let’s get ready for bed. Grab your ball and
put it up,” she instructed the pup.

Zip obediently retrieved her tennis ball and
dropped it into the basket by the front door. “Good girl,” Eli said
and opened the door. “Crate up.”

Eli entered the kitchen to set up the coffee
pot and took a treat from the pantry. She walked over to the crate
and praised Zip before treating her and securing the latch for the
evening.

She had climbed into bed and plugged in her
phone when Whit called. “Hey, baby,” she answered.

“It’s me, Da,” Mack said. “I wanted to check
on you before Mom took over the call.”

“I’m sad, but okay. How are you?”

“I’m sad, too, but I didn’t have the years
you did with Cruz. We’ll all miss her.”

“We will, but we can’t forget Zip needs
training too. That little stinker robbed your bathroom of toilet
paper and made it snow throughout the house.”

Eli was relieved when she heard Mack’s
laughter. “I’m sorry for leaving the door open.”

“It’s okay. I needed a good laugh. Cruz did
the same thing several times when she was young.”

“I love you, Da. Here’s Mom.”

“I love you all,” Eli answered.

“Hey, sweetie. Mack was dying to call. How
are you?”

“Emotionally exhausted, but I will be fine.
Just another page turned in my life.”

“Well, Cruz definitely filled several
chapters of your life.”

“She did, and I will be grateful for our time
together. Any problems getting back to Boston?”

“Not really, but it was much colder when we
landed than what we had at home. Thankfully, we left coats in the
car, so we didn’t freeze too bad.”

“I’m glad you made it back safely. I miss you
already,” Eli told her.

“Mack’s first move when we returned was to
start counting days until we came home. Only twenty-one until our
Christmas break. Then we’re home for three weeks before classes
resume.”

“That will be heavenly. Remind the kids I
need Christmas lists from them. You, too, unless you want a lump of
coal.”

“All I need is to be back in your arms,” Whit
answered.

“Awww,” came the chorus in the
background.

“I see the monkey gallery is still awake,”
Eli teased.

“We’re getting a quick snack before we head
off to bed. I hope you’re heading there, too.”

“I’m already snuggled in,” Eli responded.
“Starting to feel a bit cooler here tonight. Maybe it’s just the
empty bed,” she teased.

“Order up snow for Christmas,” Zack called
from the background.

“I’ll do my best, Son. Y’all have a good
night, and call me tomorrow night,” Eli said and signed off.

The big bed felt empty without Whit for a
heater. “I may need to start turning on some heat.” She grinned and
pulled the covers up to her chin.
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The following weeks seemed to drag by as she
waited for her family to return. Eli did her best to stay busy, but
she had moments when she felt overwhelmed by Cruz’s loss. Zip had
been on her best behavior after the toilet paper incident and
curled up in her bed in the workshop, gnawing on a bone while Eli
worked on handles. She looked up at Cruz’s collar hanging above her
workbench. “I sure miss you.”

Zip came to attention and walked over to the
open door. “What is it, baby girl?” Eli asked as she stood to look
out the window. “It’s just Mitch. Go get him,” she called to the
pup, who flew out the door.

Eli walked to the door and watched Mitch
playing with the pup.

Mitch looked up at her. “I swear she’s grown
a few inches,” he said as he picked her up. “Dad sent me to come to
get y’all before the chicken livers get cold. He’s on his way back
from town with them.”

“That does sound good. Let me gather a basket
of finished handles, and I’ll be right back,” Eli answered.

Mitch still had Zip in his arms when he
reached the workshop door. He glanced at a sheet-covered object.
“Are you ever going to let me see what you’re hiding under
there?”

“Maybe when you bring me back after lunch.
I’m on a roll and want to knock out more handles today.”

“Fantastic. I’ve been curious for a
while.”

“You’ll find out soon enough. Do we have time
to ride up to see how the house is coming?”

“Heck yeah, we do, if we go now,” he teased,
reaching for the basket.

“I’m right behind you. I need to pull a coat
on.”
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“They are really coming along with the
house,” Eli said as they walked through the shell of the home.

“They hope to have the drywall and cabinets
in before Christmas. The flooring before the new year.”

“That will be exciting. I love the wood
pattern you picked out. It will really begin to feel like a home
after that.” She looked at Mitch. “Have you considered a gift for
Jessie for Christmas?”

“Oh yeah, she’s given me a list of things she
wants for the house. Furniture and bedding primarily. Why?”

“I thought it would be romantic to box up a
set of keys to your new home for her. I know it won’t be ready, but
they should have doors installed by then.”

Mitch smiled at Eli. “That’s a great idea.
Doesn’t cost me an arm and a leg.”

“Have you ordered furniture yet?”

“No, I hoped you might help me with that. I
don’t think I can have it delivered yet, but we can order it,”
Mitch replied.

“Sounds good to me. Let’s go. I’m hungry,”
Eli said. She smiled, knowing that Mitch could mark off several
pieces of furniture on his list after seeing her surprise after
lunch.”

“Come on, Zip, before Mama takes a bite from
us.”
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Mitch’s eyes widened when Eli and Mark pulled
back the sheet to reveal the furniture she had built for him.

“Oh, my God,” he called out. “Really, Aunt
Eli?”

“Really, Son. She has been working on these
pieces for months,” Mark answered.

“I can’t take all the credit, though. You and
Zack cut the logs. Mack helped with sanding, assembly, and
staining. Your dad helped me mill some of the boards and kept it a
secret from you.”

“These are some of the poplar boards we cut
last summer?” Mitch asked as he ran his hand over the smooth grain.
“This came out beautiful.”

“There are other pieces, but we’ve stored
them upstairs in the loft. I ran out of room here.”

“There’s more?” Mitch asked.

“A coffee table and two end tables. We have
pieces formed for the chairs, but your dad wants the two of y’all
to build those. He’s spent much time with the lathe and router to
get them to fit just right.”

“Grandpa Fortner’s design?” Mitch asked.

Mark nodded. “Not a single nail in them, but
we will reinforce the joints with heavy-duty glue.”

“When can we start?” Mitch asked with tears
in his eyes.

“I’ve got an order to finish today, so maybe
tomorrow, if that’s all right with Eli, since we’ll be working in
her shop.”

“That’s fine. I’m trying to get ahead of
y’all on handles before the family comes home for the holidays,”
she said.

“You know the twins will be chomping at the
bit for projects,” Mitch said.

“I’ve already got a plan for them. I found
more blow-down poplar that’s in good shape. Well on the way to
curing, too. I want to cut as many logs as we can to work on more
tables. Now that I’ve built a prototype, I want to see if I can
reproduce it. I’ve gotten proficient in dovetailed joints, and Evan
said he will buy as many as I can make for the store. I think it’s
time we built a more extensive workshop, another project for when
the family arrives.” She smiled at Mitch. “Whit’s already drawn up
the plans, and the concrete gets poured tomorrow.”

“Fully solar-powered, I presume?” Mitch
asked.

“Of course. You know how Whit is about
harnessing energy. She’ll need muscle power from you and Zack to
set up the system. The panels she ordered are huge.”

“Would it be okay if Jessie did the staining
of the chairs once we get them assembled?”

“I think that’s a great idea, so it will be a
total family project,” Eli answered.

“Can I take pictures to show Jessie what
you’ve built already? She will be so excited. This is much better
quality than what we picked out, and the wood and workmanship came
from our family.”

“Yeah, go ahead. Don’t forget the pieces in
the house.”

Eli and Mark watched Mitch jog across the
yard. “I haven’t seen him this excited since she accepted his
proposal.”

“Or when they broke ground on the house. He
was pretty excited then, too. It’s coming along pretty well,” Eli
added.

“Yeah. I guess we have a wedding to look
forward to soon,” Mark said. “I hope he’s ready.”

“Who are you kidding? I don’t know anybody
truly ready for that amount of commitment. You grow into that
together, or you don’t.”

Mark let that sink in for a second. “I guess
that’s a good theory. I think they will work together well. Don’t
you?”

“He hasn’t run her off after all these years,
so I think she’ll be a keeper. It will be another substantial
growing experience for both of them. Whit and I took some
adjusting. I have never figured out why she likes to hang the
toilet paper upside down.” Eli grinned.

“Thankfully, that’s one thing Laura and I
agree on,” Mark said. “You coming up for steaks later?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

Mitch returned and pulled her into a hug.

“Careful not to damage the goods,” Eli
teased.

“The furniture is so beautiful.” He smiled.
“I can’t thank you enough.”

“You’re welcome. It was a fun project and
kept me occupied, so I didn’t dwell on life.”

“Let’s get back to work, so I can cook us a
steak tonight. See ya about six?”

“Yes. I’ll be there.”
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Eli filled her mornings working on various
lengths of handles. She would generally eat lunch with the boys
before returning to work. One day, Eli decided a break in routine
was needed, so she picked out a can of spray paint and drove across
the firebreak. Eli spent hours marking the downed trees she and the
twins would harvest during their school break. Even though they had
processed a large amount of lumber, Eli was amazed at the quantity
of logs remaining to be harvested. She would have a busy winter
until it was time to go to Boston for a visit.

Zip followed her every step and observed the
different activities of the daily chores and projects. Eli laughed
when she accompanied her to feed the cats, and one of them swatted
her in the head when Zip got too rough.

“You are very much outnumbered here, so I’d
suggest you play nicely with the cats.” Zip shook her head and
followed Eli from the barn.

Eli enjoyed the hours after supper she spent
at the firepit, warming herself by the fire as she worked on a
walking stick. After a long day, she found this to be the most
relaxing, and she took advantage of the last few tolerable nights.
When it grew too cold, Eli and Zip would stretch out in front of
the fireplace and several times fell asleep until the breaking of a
burnt log jarred them awake.

“I’m too old to sleep on the floor. Crate up,
baby girl, and let’s call it a night.”

Two days before Whit and the kids would
arrive home, Eli spent the entire day wrapping Christmas presents.
Mitch carried them upstairs to the loft to keep Zip from unwrapping
them in her attempt to help. She was turning into such a
character.

The blue ice Mark and Mitch had given them
the first year on the mountain had grown into a beautiful tree.
Mitch and the kids would string lights around it as one of their
first projects and then go in search of an indoor tree. Mitch had
hinted that he’d like a blue ice tree to plant in his yard now that
he would have a proper house. Eli thought she would buy one to use
inside, and then Mitch could plant it later once the contractors
were finished.

Mitch came the following morning to help her
retrieve all the Christmas lights and decorations. “We are going to
be busy for days, stringing lights,” Mitch said as he handed a
fourth box down to her.

“Yes, you will. My days of climbing a ladder
are done now that I have three young people to do it for me. I will
be more than glad to supervise, though,” Eli teased.

“I’m sure you and Love Muffin will gladly
tell us what to do,” Mitch groaned as he climbed down.

“The privilege of age, young man.” Eli
chuckled.

“What time does their flight land tomorrow?”
Mitch asked.

“Ten,” Eli answered.

“Would you be okay if I get everyone wings
and livers for lunch?”

“They would love that. I don’t think Whit has
found a decent place for wings, and I doubt they have chicken
livers,” Eli said. “Do you need some money?”

“No, ma’am, Dad and I will split the cost.
Onion rings and fried pickles, too?”

“Heck yeah. I’ve got plenty of tea and sodas.
We should arrive by eleven at the latest. I’ll give you a heads-up
if there’s any delay. I’ll stop for Whit’s cinnamon rolls, so they
will have something to snack on. Zack is still a bottomless
pit.”

“I can’t wait to see how much more he’s
grown. I bet he’s passed my height.”

“I would not be surprised,” Eli said. “Thanks
for all your help today.”

“All you have to do is call, and I’ll be
here. You know that.”

“I still appreciate all that you do,
though.”

“I could never begin to repay you for all
you’ve done for me,” Mitch said. He placed his arm around her
shoulder as they left the workshop. “Leave the lights here, for
now, to keep from cluttering the house?”

“Or tempting Zip. Seeing how she reacts to a
tree with presents underneath will be interesting. I can already
hear a chorus of ‘No, Zip’ ringing in my ears.”

“The joys of puppyhood,” Mitch teased.
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Eli checked her pantry and refrigerator to
ensure adequate supplies for a few days. She knew Whit would do
some shopping when she got home, but she had the basics. Mark
planned to cook a standing rib roast for Christmas Day, so Whit
volunteered to make lasagna for Christmas Eve. She even suggested
she prepare a few smaller pans to freeze for Eli, and Eli agreed
with that idea. She loved Whit’s lasagna. The house was clean, and
fresh linens were on all the beds. She and Zip picked up all the
puppy toys and returned them to the basket. “Your kids are coming
home tomorrow, so you have plenty to play with.” She looked at the
worn toys and decided to get fresh tennis balls and chew toys. Eli
had learned quickly that anything stuffed wouldn’t last more than
an hour, so she stopped buying those. After a final inspection, Eli
climbed the stairs to bed. She was so excited to have her family at
home that Eli feared she wouldn’t sleep, but she was gone after
laying her head on the pillow.

Her dreams were filled with Whit and the
kids. Their first meeting down by the stream, to their first kiss.
Eli remembered how cute it was for Mitch to play matchmaker, and
the kid was right. Whit was her person. Their wedding day and the
birth of the twins were two of the happiest days of her life, and
watching them grow into young adults was amazing.

When she woke the following morning, her
cheeks were swollen from smiling all night in her dreams. Eli
showered and ate a quick breakfast before crating Zip and pouring a
travel mug of coffee.

“I’ll be home later,” she told Zip as she
picked up her keys and left the house. Her breath puffed out in
front of her as Eli walked to the truck. It had become chilly, and
she was thankful for her light jacket. She looked at the sky while
the truck was warming. “No snow clouds yet, but I feel them
coming.” The kids would love a white Christmas and a field of clean
snow to play in with Zip. That should be an experience to witness
as Zip saw snow for the first time. She remembered how much Cruz
had loved playing in the snow, and it made her heart ache, missing
her beloved companion.

Eli pulled onto the highway, excited to bring
her family home today. She stopped by Whit’s favorite bakery to buy
a dozen cinnamon rolls. The woman working behind the counter smiled
when she recognized Eli.

“These are still her favorites, huh?” she
teased.

“Yes, ma’am. I think they always will
be.”

“Enjoy, and thank you for your business.”

“I’ll see you again soon,” Eli replied,
returning to the truck. She looked at the time. Still thirty
minutes, she drove to the cell lot to wait and watch the planes
land and take off. Her mind traveled down memory lane back to her
childhood, when her parents would take them to Orlando to visit the
airport. They would sit near the end of one runway and devour the
bag of Krystal burgers they had bought while making up stories of
where the planes were heading. Later, when they were tired of the
air traffic, her dad would drive them home after a visit to Krispy
Kreme’s doughnuts to end their day with sugary treats. She and Mark
were often asleep on the ride home after a special family
outing.

“Wow, that was a blast from the past,” Eli
spoke aloud in the truck. “I wonder if Mark still thinks of some of
those outings we’d take growing up?”

When her phone pinged with a text, she
smiled. Their flight had arrived early. I’ll be right there,
she answered, leaving the lot.
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Eli barely waited for the truck to go into
gear before she bailed out and hugged Whit, kissing her warmly. She
turned back to find the twins smiling. “What? I missed you, too.”
She smiled and opened her arms to bring them close for a hug.

“It’s good to be home,” Mack said.

“It’s great to have you home.” Eli smiled.
“Mitch and Uncle Mark are treating us to lunch today, so we’d
better get moving.”

“Wings and chicken livers, I hope,” Whit said
when they entered the truck.

“Don’t you know it. I figured you hadn’t had
any since you were last home.”

“I smell cinnamon, too,” Zack said.

Eli looked at Whit. “I swear he’s part
bloodhound. He can smell food even when double-wrapped to keep it
warm.” Eli pointed to the bag on the dash. “Better get one before
you hand the bag to the back seat. I fear you’ll never see them
again.” Eli smiled in the rearview mirror. “Bottles of milk in the
small cooler. I remembered, this time.” She laughed.
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Mark was sitting on the front porch playing
fetch with Zip when they arrived home. He smiled at them and hugged
them before grabbing a bag from Zack. “Laura is inside, setting the
table, and Mitch, well, he’s just pulling into the drive. Welcome
home, everyone.”

“Great timing, Mitchy,” Mack said and rushed
to help him carry the food inside.

“Good lord, you’ve grown taller, too.” Mitch
grinned as they walked to the house. “How’s school?”

“School is great, but it’s good to be home.
It’s weird not to be met by Cruz, though.”

“Yeah, I know. Zip is a work in progress, and
hasn’t mastered social skills yet, but I have hope for her,” Mitch
said.

“That smells delicious,” Whit said as she
held the door for them. She kissed Mitch on the cheek as he walked
by.

“Welcome home, Love Muffin.” He grinned.
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Eli looked at Mark. “While waiting at the
airport this morning, I took a trip down memory lane, when Mom and
Dad would take us to watch the planes in Orlando, and we would make
up stories about where the planes were going.”

“Ha! Kystal burgers and Krispy Kreme
doughnuts. Those were great times.” Mark nodded with a smile. “When
I walked out into this brisk morning, I thought about all those
weekends and holiday breaks we sat beside the highway selling
oranges to tourists.”

“Yeah, the orange juice market was in the
tank, and we made more money selling the fruit by the road during
those years. Those days had no doughnuts, but Mom always sent us
off with hot chocolate and freshly baked cookies to keep us
warm.”

“Was it cold in Florida back then?” Zack
asked.

Mark chuckled at his surprise. “It still gets
cold for short periods, and sometimes you might get a few stray
snowflakes. We are talking years before Mickey Mouse and theme
parks made you think it was all sunshine and roses.”

“It wasn’t the ice age,” Eli teased Zack and
ruffled his hair.

Mark looked at Eli. “Those were hard times,
but we always managed to survive and have some fun.”

“I think those experiences helped to mold us
into who we are today. That may sound sappy, but it’s true. We
worked hard but had fun doing it,” Eli added. “Much like now.”

Zack swallowed a bite of food. “Can we get
started on the logs today?”

“You don’t want to relax after your flight?”
Eli asked.

“No, ma’am. I need to work off this lunch to
be ready for dinner.”

“Bacon cheeseburgers at our place?” Mark
asked.

“We can never pass on your cooking,” Whit
replied. She looked at Mitch. “Will you give me a tour of the
house? I’d like to see how much they’ve gotten done. Maybe we can
build your solar system during this break.”

“I’d love that,” Mitch said. “Evan already
has everything in storage at the warehouse for us. Are we done for
the day, Dad?”

“I think we can afford to take the afternoon
off,” Mark replied. “I may even stay to help Eli at the sawmill if
you and Zack are going to cut and haul logs.”

“I’ve already marked the ones I’d like with
spray paint,” Eli replied.

Whit looked at Mack. “Are you up to helping
me measure for the guys to cut?”

Mack perked up, happy to have a chore. “I
sure am.”

“Let’s go look at Mitch’s house, and we can
return for supplies and the trailer,” Whit suggested.

“I’ll go ahead and hook the trailer to the
other Gator and start loading our equipment,” Eli stated.

“I’ll get the chainsaw and safety equipment
serviced and ready,” Mark replied.

“That’s all too physical for me,” Laura said.
She scrunched up her face. “I’ll prepare the burger patties and put
some baked beans in the oven. I’ll whip up something for dessert,
too.”

“Let’s get to it then,” Eli said. “Everyone
dump your trash in the garbage on the way out. Thanks to Zack and
Mitch, we don’t have to worry about storing leftovers.” Eli walked
to the barn with Whit and the kids. “You’re going to be amazed by
how things are looking.” She looked at Mitch. “Maybe you can get
Zack to help you deliver the furniture while he’s home.”

“I’d be happy to help,” Zack said.

“Were you pleased with how it came out?” Whit
asked Mitch.

“Oh, my goodness, yes. Jessie and I have
begun staining the dining room chairs now that Dad and I have them
built. It feels like a total family project now.”

“Change out of those good clothes when you
get back, and I’ll have everything ready to go,” Eli told them.
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Eli parked the trailer in front of the
workshop. “I’m going to change clothes and fill a small cooler for
us.”

“I’ll get the chainsaw ready. A small and
medium?”

“I think Zack is ready to use it to remove
the limbs on the logs. It will make work go quicker.”

“Do you want me to go down and give him a
quick lesson?” Mark asked.

Eli shook her head. “Mitch can do that. He
and Whit can monitor Zack to make sure he stays safe.”

“Your shadow is on your tail,” Mark said,
pointing to Zip.

“My new Velcro dog. She follows me everywhere
now.”

“I think she loves ya just a bit.”

“She’s a good pup,” Eli said. “Be right back.
Anything special to drink?”

“Just lots of water,” Mark replied.
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Eli loaded two coolers with water and a few
sodas before changing upstairs. She looked at Whit’s bag on the bed
and was glad to have her family home. Zip met her at the bottom of
the stairs and followed her from the house.

“I think Laura will send Tank down with Mitch
so he can play with Zip. Let them wear each other out. She’s not
high on patience with pups.” Mark grinned. “Especially stubborn
male pups.”

“I’m having the logs cut in eight- or
six-foot sections. Do you think we can manhandle those onto the
saw?”

Mark smiled. “They have already started
curing, so they are probably light enough for us to handle. The
six-footers, for sure.” He placed the two saws in the back of the
trailer. “I think Mitch and Jessie plan to set a date on Christmas.
The house is coming along well and should be ready after the start
of the new year.”

“Have they talked much about a ceremony?” Eli
asked.

“Not a lot of details, but a small, intimate
setting. Outdoors won’t be an option until spring, so if it’s
sooner, it will be at a Church or banquet hall,” he replied. “I’m
fine with either, but I enjoyed having your wedding here.”

“May or June would be good weather,” Eli
said. “I don’t see them waiting until the fall.”

“No way. Jessie is ready now. She says her
biological clock is ticking.” Mark chuckled. “She’ll be a good
addition to the family.”

They sat on the edge of the trailer. “Any
idea if Brad will make it home for Christmas?”

Mark shrugged. “We are holding out hope he’ll
be here, but there’s never a guarantee.”

“That and some snow would make it perfect.”
Eli grinned.

“Yeah, it would.”

The sound of a Gator alerted them to the
family’s return. Tank bundled out and started chasing Zip.

“And they’re off,” Mark called out.

Eli looked at Mitch. “I want you to show Zack
how to limb with the small chainsaw, and you and Whit to monitor so
he stays safe. Don’t get in a hurry.” Eli cocked her head at
Mitch’s wide grin. “What are you grinning about? I want all of him
to remain intact.”

Mitch placed an arm around Zack’s shoulder.
“He’s very good with the small saw. He got some practice last
summer.”

Eli looked shocked. “Well, okay then. Don’t
get in a hurry, and stay safe. We need some eight-foot logs and
mostly six-foot.”

“We’re on it,” Mitch said.

“I packed a cooler with some drinks. I know
it’s cool out, but you still need to hydrate. Go change clothes,
too,” Eli reminded them.

“When did you become such a taskmaster?” Whit
asked and kissed her lips.

“When I didn’t have you here to keep us in
line.” Eli grinned back at her.
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Cast Iron Farms was in a flurry of activity
preparing for Christmas. Whit and Eli went shopping for the tree
while Mitch and the twins decorated the outside tree and property.
They found a lovely blue ice tree perfect for Mitch and Jessie to
plant at their new home. Mitch and Zack carried it into the house
to decorate it.

“That’s a beautiful tree,” Mitch said.

“I’m glad you like it. After the holidays,
you and Jessie can plant it for your first Christmas in your new
home next year,” Eli replied.

Mitch hugged her tightly. “Thanks, Aunt Eli.
It’s really becoming a reality.”

“Evan is delivering the solar system
tomorrow,” Whit told him. “I thought we could install it this
weekend.”

Mitch’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “That
would be awesome. The final painting will be completed this week.
Appliances and plumbing fixtures will be early next week.”

“I’m sure you will get gifts for the house
for Christmas, but if we’ve missed anything, we can shop after the
holidays,” Eli told him.

Mack came rushing into the room. “Da, did you
see the weather report this morning? We’re supposed to get snow for
Christmas.”

“That’s perfect. We had snow on our first
Christmas.” Eli smiled. “Back in the Ice Age.” She winked at
Zack.

“You won’t forgive me for that comment, will
you?” Zack asked.

“Forgive, yes, but I will tease you about it
for years,” Eli said and hugged him.

“Why don’t you call your parents and see if
they will join us at the diner?” Eli asked Mitch. “We’ve been so
busy, I don’t think we’ve planned supper. Give Jessie a call,
too.”
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Eli was banished to the workshop while Whit
and the twins finished wrapping presents. Mack was the first to
finish, and she took a fresh cup of coffee to her da.

“You are a welcome sight,” Eli said when Mack
entered.

“Because I bring coffee?” Mack teased.

“That, and we haven’t spent much time
together since you came home. Sit with me and catch me up on life,”
Eli said as she took the cup Mack offered. “I’ve been sensing for
days there is something you want to talk about.”

Mack blushed. “There is.”

“So, tell me, baby girl. What’s up?”

“I think I’m in love, Da,” she blurted
out.

“That’s fantastic. Keep going.”

“Sandy and I have been working on a project
for months, and whenever I’m with her, I feel giddy. Every time our
hands brush together, a wave of energy floats across my skin.”

“Sandy? The student we met when you toured?”
Eli asked.

“Yes. We connected immediately once school
started, and even though Sandy is two years ahead of me in her
studies, we are compatible partners for our project.”

“Does she know how you feel about her?”

Mack ran her hand through her hair. “I don’t
know. I think the attraction is mutual, but I can’t be positive. I
feel like she’s looking into my soul when we join eyes. What do I
do, Da?”

“Have you discussed this with Mom?”

“Not yet, but she’s like you. She knows
something is concerning to me.”

“I think you should talk to her about this,
too. My advice would be to share your feelings with Sandy. That’s
the only way you will know if they are reciprocated. Be warned that
if they aren’t, it could damage your partnership if you are left
uncomfortable. Are you prepared to deal with that if it
happens?”

“It would be difficult, but our work is too
important to let our emotions interfere,” Mack answered.

Eli covered Mack’s hand. “First love is
exciting but challenging. I wish I could tell you precisely what to
do, but here’s my advice. Communication is paramount in any
relationship. You and Sandy need to talk about your feelings, and
if they aren’t mutual, sort out a way to keep your professional
relationship intact. You are both intelligent, beautiful young
women, and I know you can work through this either way.” Eli lifted
Mack’s chin. “I don’t know Sandy, but I know you. Anyone who
captures your heart should be thankful for such a wonderful gift.
Just ensure they earn your love and treat you with love and
kindness.”

“Thanks, Da. I feel better for sharing this
with you. Zack’s been probing to see what’s happening, but I wasn’t
ready to talk with him. I’m afraid he’s been crushing on Sandy,
too.”

“Talk to him. You two are so closely
connected I feel he will understand. However, you cannot fail to
chase your dream for fear of hurting his feelings.”

Mack nodded her understanding.

“When you return to Boston, invite her to
dinner somewhere and discuss your feelings,” Eli said. “Remember,
your mom and I are always available to discuss anything except for
science. That’s way over my head.” Eli grinned.

Mack hugged her. “I love you, Da. Thank you
for helping me think this out. I have strong feelings for her and
will go crazy if I don’t get them off my chest. It may work or
backfire, but I’ll deal with outcomes when they happen.”

“If she’s not the right person for you, don’t
worry. There is one out there who is, and you’ll know when that
happens.”

“Like you and Mom?” Mack asked.

“I was immediately attracted to your mom, but
it took prompting and a bit of teasing from Mitch to bring us
together. I was so hurt and distrustful of everyone that I feared
giving us a chance. He played matchmaker for us as well.” Eli
smiled. “I’m so glad he was persistent. I have a lovely wife and
two of the best children a parent could ask for.”

“We are the lucky ones, Da.”

Eli’s phone pinged with a text from Whit.

Brownies? Zack says he’s starving.

“Go figure. Your brother is hungry. Mom is
making brownies.”

“Oh, yum,” Mack answered.

On our way. Love you.

Most, Whit answered.

“Let’s go get some brownies. Thank you for
sharing with me.”

“Thank you for listening, Da.”

“Always,” Eli answered.
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“Jessie and I need to visit with her family,
but before we go, we want to share something with you.” Mitch
looked at Jessie. “We have set a date for March tenth, and we would
like to have our wedding here if that’s fine with you.”

Mack immediately pulled out her phone. “Yes,
we will be on a spring break then.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Eli said.

“We need to get with Jessie’s mom and start
planning,” Whit told Laura.

“I’ll tell her to expect a call from you when
we meet with them tonight,” Jessie replied. “Thank you all for the
beautiful presents and a great feast. I may not eat for days.”

“Just let us know if there are still things
you need to set up the house, and we will help with them,” Eli
said.

“Congratulations, you two,” Mark said. “We
are excited to have you in the family.”

“I can hardly wait,” Jessie replied. “I
already think of you as family, but this makes it official.”

Mitch stood and pulled out Jessie’s
chair.

“Be careful and watch out for ice on the
roads,” Eli warned. “The snow was beautiful, but it can make roads
treacherous.”

“I will, and I won’t be late. We have a big
day planned tomorrow to finish building the new workshop. Thanks
for a great meal. I’ll see y’all in the morning.”

“Goodnight, Son,” Mark replied.
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“Thanks for another great holiday,” Whit said
while curling beside Eli. “I think everyone enjoyed their
presents.”

“The snow was a big hit, too,” Eli said. “The
pups were hilarious.”

“I overheard Mack wishing Sandy a Merry
Christmas on the phone. Thank you for talking with her. We advised
her on the same perspective, and she seemed more relaxed. I’m sure
that will change once she’s faced with talking to Sandy.”

“It’s hard to believe that our babies are
growing up so quickly,” Eli said as her hand stroked down Whit’s
arm.

“I wouldn’t change a thing, though. We’ve
raised two wonderful children,” Whit replied.

“Yes, we have. What did you think of Mitch’s
announcement?”

“I had a feeling it was coming tonight. The
house is almost finished, which was one of Mitch’s biggest barriers
to a wedding.”

Eli chuckled. “I know Jessie wanted it, but I
couldn’t see them surviving life in the tiny home until the house
was ready.”

“Me either. This way, they start out with a
nice home and can build their family virtually without financial
stress.”

Eli chuckled. “Mitch will make a wonderful
father. He’s been so helpful with the twins, which gave him some
practice. I’m glad they chose to wait until Jessie finished her
education and they matured a bit more. I think it will make them
more successful as a couple. I see how he watches Evan and Erin’s
kids, and I know he is ready.”

Whit leaned in to kiss Eli. “I don’t think it
will take long for them to start making babies.”

“I know. We need to bring a cradle down and
give it a cleaning and a fresh coat of stain.”

“I’ll get Zack to help me bring it down from
the loft, and I can work on it this spring.”

“That’s a good plan.” Whit’s hand caressed
Eli’s body. “We may have a few more gray hairs, but I love you more
today than ever.”

“I don’t see a one on your head, but I’ve got
enough for both of us,” Eli answered.

“I have them. They are just not as visible.”
She placed Eli’s hand between her legs.

Eli took Whit’s cue and rolled her onto her
back. They spent an hour exploring and pleasuring each other’s
bodies before collapsing breathlessly onto the bed.

“That felt as wonderful as ever,” Whit said
as she snuggled Eli. “I miss waking up next to you every day. More
than I thought possible. After this semester, the twins will be
fine at Harvard. We can find an apartment and give them the
independence they deserve. They are settled and mature enough to
finish school together.”

Eli was surprised by this news. “Have you
talked it over with the kids?”

“They see how much I miss you. We deserve to
be together. We have taught them all we can; their future depends
on their choices. I don’t think either will have a problem at
all.”

“I’ll start looking for an apartment or condo
to rent,” Eli said. “I would love to have you home full-time
again.”

“I’ll let the university know my intentions,
and I may be able to do some research remotely. Who knows? I’m just
ready to be home.”

“I am ready for you to be home,” Eli said.
“If you don’t want to continue your research, you can help me build
furniture in the new workshop.”

“I think I’m happiest working beside you,”
Whit said.

“We may never sell a piece, but I have found
I enjoy it,” Eli said.

“Are you kidding? It will skyrocket like the
forge has. People appreciate good quality and are willing to pay
good money. The pieces you made for Mitch are spectacular.”

“It’s a good design, and Mark has helped me
build a jig for the chair parts to make them easier to build. As
long as I can do the work beside you, I’ll be happy.”

“I’ll look forward to that. Are you excited
about the new workshop?”

“Yeah, I am. I’ll have much more room to work
in,” Eli replied. “It’s big enough to hold the forge if Mark gets
tired of working in the elements.”

“I don’t think that will happen. Mark loves
the forge in the cave. We’ve talked about building him a workshop,
but he’s not been interested,” Whit explained. “He likes it when
Laura calls him her caveman.”

“That’s hilarious but true.”

Whit sighed. “I love this exciting pillow
talk with you, but we’d better get some sleep for tomorrow.

 


†

 


With all hands on deck, the crew finished the
new workshop. Mitch, Zack, Mark, and Eli installed the massive
garage door while Whit and Mack unpacked the workbench and
toolboxes Eli had purchased.

“Those will be fun to fill up.” Mark grinned
while checking out the toolboxes.

“Yeah, they will. Maybe after Whit and the
kids leave, we can visit Evan and Jessie’s dad,” Eli suggested.

“I’m all in favor of that,” Mark said. “Sign
me up, coach.”

Mitch looked at his phone. “Mom texted to
tell us to take a break. She’s made a pot of chili for lunch. She’s
got hotdogs and buns warmed if anyone wants chili dogs.”

“Now, we’re talking,” Zack said.

“I think we’ve gotten everything done here we
can until the solar gets connected,” Mark said.

“That won’t take me long at all, with Zack’s
help, if he isn’t in a food coma,” Whit teased.

“I’ll come to help, too,” Mitch offered.

“Mack and I can start transferring some of
the tools from the small workshop,” Eli suggested.

“That gives me time for a nap,” Mark
said.

“After wrangling that garage door, I think
you deserve one,” Mitch said.

“Let’s go eat, and we can deal with work
afterward,” Mark said. “Let’s go, pups.”
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At the end of the day, there was electricity
in the workshop, tools were transferred, and Mack, Whit, and Eli
used some scrap wood to make drying racks for the lumber Eli would
mill. “Those are a great addition to the barn racks and don’t take
up much room. Thanks for all your help today,” Eli said.

“There’s one more thing I need to do,” Whit
said.

Eli cocked her head. “What’s that?”

“If you’re going to be making furniture, you
need a bigger brand. The one you use for the handles is too small.
You need something that stands out on one of the legs. I’m sure I
can order that for you,” Whit replied.

“I know we’ve already taken my furniture to
the house, but I’d love it if you would brand it as well,” Mitch
said.

“I bet we can make that happen,” Eli smiled.
“Let’s see if Laura has enough chili left to feed us. Those chili
dogs you and Mitch ate looked good.”

“They were good. I’ve got hotdogs and buns if
we need them,” Mitch said.

“Text your mom and see if we can have
leftovers and if she needs supplies,” Eli told Mitch.

Mack had stepped outside to take a call, and
Eli saw a beautiful smile on her face. “Two guesses who she’s
talking to,” Eli whispered to Whit.

“Mom said to come up, and she’ll warm up the
chili. I’ll raid my pantry for buns and grab hotdogs from my
freezer.”

“Let’s roll then. Do you want to tell Mack
where we’re going?” Eli asked Whit.

“Sure,” she answered and walked over to her
daughter. Whit met them at the Gator. “Mack will join us in a few
after she finishes her phone call.”

Eli smiled and nodded. “Hop in, Love
Muffin.”
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When Eli took them to the airport, her heart
felt much lighter. In just a few short months, Whit would be home
for good. They would come home at spring break for Mitch’s wedding,
and a few short months later, they would be out of school for the
summer. The twins were excited that Whit would move home and
promised to stay focused on school. That was the last thing Eli
worried about. Mack and Sandy talked daily, but Eli worried Sandy
would break her heart.

“If it happens, it happens,” Whit said. “We
cannot protect her from a broken heart. That’s something they will
both learn how to deal with. The best we can do is support them if
it happens.”

“That’s not an issue, but I think it will
also break our hearts,” Eli replied.

“I promise you, we will all survive,” Whit
said, kissing her.

Eli detoured when they reached town and
stopped at the bakery. “You might as well take some with you.”

“They probably won’t make it beyond
check-in,” Whit said. “I’ll just get a few since I’m unsure if we
can take food on the flight.”

“I’ll eat one or two on the way to the
airport,” Zack said.

“Go figure,” Eli teased.
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Whit called to let her know they were back
safely. They were allowed to take the cinnamon rolls on the flight,
but none survived the trip.

“You know, I was thinking about something on
the drive home. If you’re coming back home, what do we do about
transportation for the twins? Do you want to let them keep the
SUV?”

“It was great for moving and on trips, but I
think they would be fine. Why don’t we plan on trading in my old
car this summer for a nice Jeep or some other four-wheel drive
vehicle?”

“I like that. If the twins want something
different, we can do something when they graduate, and I’ll keep a
Jeep,” Eli chuckled.

“They are fun.”
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Eli focused on milling lumber for her
furniture products, and when she had processed all the logs on
hand, she began making tables and chairs. Mark came down some
evenings to cut the chair pieces for her, and Mitch couldn’t resist
learning to use the router to create the dovetail joints.

When she finished her first eight-foot dining
table and chairs, she and Mitch loaded it onto the trailer to
deliver to Evan. They had never discussed prices, so Eli was
shocked when he handed her a four thousand-dollar check.

“Is that not enough?” Evan asked when he saw
her expression.

“No, this is more than enough. I wasn’t
expecting this much,” Eli admitted.

“A handmade eight-foot table with eight
chairs will sell for over five thousand quickly, so I’ll still make
a profit,” Evan told her.

“What about six-foot?” Mitch asked.

“I’ll pay you three thousand and sell for
four with six chairs,” he replied.

“That’s awesome,” Mitch said. “We better get
back to work,” he teased Eli.

“We’ll be back soon. Do you prefer six or
eight-foot?” Eli asked.

“I have a feeling both will sell like
hotcakes once customers see the craftsmanship you’ve put into
this,” Evan said. “Just keep them coming.”
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Mark was impressed with the sale, but neither
he nor Mitch would accept a penny from her for their assistance. He
smiled at Eli. “We help because we enjoy the work and get to spend
time with you.”

“I’ll start a vacation fund then, and we can
take a nice family trip this summer. Do you think Jessie will be
able to take a vacation then?”

“I don’t know for how long after being off
for the honeymoon,” Mitch said. “If not, we’ll hold the fort down
here while you’re gone.”

“Have you decided on a honeymoon spot yet?”
Eli asked.

“It will be a week at Yellowstone or Costa
Rico. I’m leaning toward Yellowstone.” He grinned.

“Either of them would be nice that time of
year,” Eli said. “How are the wedding plans coming?”

“Mom and Jessie’s mom have been busy. Jessie
has her dress, flowers, and cake picked out already. Mom wants to
rent a pavilion and chairs for the ceremony in case the weather is
crazy.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Eli admitted. “Are
we cooking?”

“Jessie’s mom wanted something catered, but I
want you and Dad to cook, if you will.”

“Of course we will,” Mark answered. “Why
don’t you suggest they host a catered event the night before to
keep the peace. A rehearsal dinner.”

“That’s a great idea, Dad.”

“It’s usually done in reverse, but since the
ceremony will be here, it only makes sense the reception is held
here. What do you want to be cooked, and for how many?” Mark
asked.

“I think there are thirty on the guest list.
So far, at least. It may grow.” Mitch grinned.

“Have you talked to Evan about being your
best man yet?”

Mitch frowned. “I was thinking you would be
my best man.”

Eli saw the emotion on Mark’s face and
thought of something to say quickly, to keep back his tears.

“You can’t cook in a tux, so I can handle the
grilling. You can help me get started, but I’ll do the work. I have
twins to help me,” Eli said.

“Nope, they are in the wedding party, too,”
Mitch said.

Eli smiled. “Doc Loren will help me. You
don’t need her, do ya?”

“I think she’s a safe option.” Mitch
grinned.

“I’ll ask her tomorrow,” Eli said.

“I’m sure your mom and Whit will take care of
the inside food,” Mark said.

“We just need to give them a menu,” Mitch
said.

“This is going to be epic,” Eli said.

“Epic?” Mitch said.

“That’s what the twins say.” She grinned.

“Have you gotten with Julia yet for the
wedding bands?” Eli asked.

“No, but I will soon. I want to stick with
platinum, so I need to ensure Julia can get those for me.”

Eli nodded. “Don’t wait in case she has to
order.”

“Yes, ma’am. Is it too late to elope?”

“Yes!” both Eli and Mark said.

“The mothers would kill you for stealing
their thunder. Every mother lives to marry her children off,” Eli
said.

“Noted,” Mitch said. “Do not mention
eloping.”
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Mitch paced nervously. “Relax, it’s only a
rehearsal. You will practice your vows and then eat a nice dinner,”
Eli said.

“Everyone survived the bachelor party and
should be sober to attend the ceremony,” Mark teased.

“Oh, my word. I am so glad we rented a party
bus. I don’t think we could have driven home after that tour of
clubs. That was a great plan, Aunt Eli. Thank you.”

“Best to play it safe,” Eli said.

“I don’t think I’ll be drinking Crown again
for a while,” Mitch said.

Eli chuckled. “I think you should know by now
that’s not your best option for a drink. Remember the first summer
here when Crown made you so sick on the trail?”

“That was a lifetime ago, but I think you’re
right. Not my best choice.” He fidgeted with his tie. “I’m so glad
I don’t have to wear a tux tonight.”

Mark stepped up to him and tied the tie. “You
look very handsome. Try to relax and enjoy this night.”

“Stay away from Crown,” Zack teased.

“You have my permission to slap me if I even
look at Crown,” Mitch told him.

“With pleasure,” Zack replied.

“All set?” Eli asked. “We should head out
soon. The groom is supposed to be on time.”

“Are you riding with me or Eli?” Mark
asked.

“I can’t drive myself?” Mitch asked.

“Not tonight,” Mark said. “You’re too
nervous.”

“I’ll ride with you then,” Mitch replied.

“Let’s load up then,” Eli said.

“May I ride with you, Uncle Mark?” Zack
asked.

“Too much estrogen riding with your parents,”
he teased.

“Yeah, even more so with Sandy here. I am so
outnumbered.”
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Eli reached for Whit’s hand. “It’s just us
girls. Zack is riding with the others.”

“Wuss,” Mack said.

“Brilliant,” Zack shot back at her. “You all
look beautiful, by the way.”

“Now, that was brilliant.” Whit smiled at her
son.

“I’ll follow you,” Eli told Mark.
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The rehearsal went off without a hitch, which
worried Mark. He was surprised no one messed up on anything. He
wanted the day to be perfect for Mitch. Mitch recited his vows
perfectly, so he must have practiced hard to remember his
lines.

“Good job,” Eli said after the rehearsal
ended. “Let’s go check out this city food,” she whispered to
him.

Mitch grinned. “Inside fork for the
salad?”

“Nope, the small outside fork for the salad.
No burping at the table either, Son,” Laura warned.

“You’re no fun, Mom.” Mitch kissed her cheek.
“I’ll be on my best behavior.”

The food tasted bland to Eli, but the
portions were plentiful, and the dessert was intriguing but tasty.
Jessie and Mitch glowed with excitement. They weren’t the only
glowing couple at the table. Mack and Sandy couldn’t keep their
eyes off each other. Eli was relieved that Mack’s attraction was
reciprocated by Sandy. They made a beautiful couple and appeared to
be happy together.

Whit caught her eye as she turned her
attention back to the conversation and smiled at her. Eli thought
she looked ravishing in her dress, and she couldn’t wait to get
home and tell her how beautiful she looked.
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“I’m glad that part is over,” Eli said when
they returned home, and Eli started undressing.

“Are you all set to cook tomorrow?” Whit
asked.

“Mark and I will start the butts early before
he has to prepare for the ceremony. Loren is coming out early to
play gopher for me. The rented cooker is close enough to witness
the ceremony without filling the air with smoke. I plan to have the
chicken cooked and the street corn ready by the time Mitch kisses
Jessie. The butts will rest until cool enough to pull, and then, my
love, we will feast.”

“It’s going to be delicious,” Whit said.
“Tonight was good, but different from how we typically cook.”

“I’ll admit I had to look around the table to
see if the greenery was decoration or edible.” Eli laughed. “I was
so thankful I didn’t have to swallow that.”

“At least you know anything on your plate
tomorrow is not only tasty but highly edible,” Whit said.

“Thank goodness for that. I am so excited for
Mitch. I’m glad they are also spending their first night together
in their new home,” Eli said.

“Mark is taking them to the airport on
Friday, right?” Whit asked.

“Yeah. I offered to get a car service, but
Mitch preferred Mark to take them.”

“I’m glad they chose Yellowstone. They will
have so much fun. If they ever get out of bed,” Whit teased.

“That might take a day or two, but I know
they are both excited about the trip.” Eli smiled. “I think it may
be time for our second honeymoon. How does Alaska sound to
you?”

“Sounds great, but can the kids join us? I’d
hate for them to miss out on a trip.”

“Well, there goes romantic evenings,” Eli
teased. “Of course, they can go. We’ll just get rooms on different
floors. Maybe even see if Sandy wants to join us. I think it’s time
for the twins to have their own rooms.”

“That sounds good. Will you start searching
trips and dates, and Mack can ask her once we know?”

“I’m becoming a fantastic travel agent,” Eli
said. “I’ve got a couple of condos I want you and the kids to check
out when you return. We need to get a lease signed before the
summer break.”

“I agree. Housing fills up quickly around
campus,” Whit said. She yawned and snuggled into Eli. “I’m
bushed.”

“It’s been a long day, and tomorrow will be
even longer, but well worth losing sleep. I can’t believe Mitch
will be a husband tomorrow.” Eli wrapped an arm around Whit.
“Goodnight, my love.”

“Goodnight,” Whit answered in a sleepy
voice.
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The wedding day started off early. Eli met
Mark at six to get the butts on the grill. They started the fire
and unloaded coolers packed with ice and chicken quarters inside
the workshop. Another held corn, already shucked and ready to roast
on the grill.

“I’m jealous you get to wear comfortable
jeans today,” Mark said.

“It’s still a bit cool for cargo shorts,” Eli
teased. “You will look handsome standing beside your son in a tux.
Can you believe it’s happening?”

“I was worried Mitch would be a terminal
bachelor for years, but Jessie has been so good to him.”

“It seems like yesterday both he and Brad
were awkward teens. I hate Brad can’t be here. Any idea of where he
is?” Eli asked.

Mark shrugged. “Somewhere in South America,
as far as I know.”

 


†

 


Mitch was jolted awake by his phone ringing.
“What the hell,” he groaned as he grabbed his phone. Mitch smiled
when a goofy picture of Brad popped up. He hit the speaker function
on his phone. “Hey, Bro.”

“I’m sorry to call you so early. We have
limited satellite clearance for personal calls, but I wanted to
wish you well today. I’m sorry I couldn’t attend the wedding, but I
want you to know I love you and wish you and Jessie the best.”

“That means a lot, Brad. I wish you could
have made it, but I understand your sacrifices to serve. Hopefully,
we will see you soon.”

“I’ve requested a week this summer, but I
usually don’t know until the last minute if I get the leave.”

Mitch could hear the rotors of a helicopter
start in the distance. “It sounds like you’re about to be on the
move again. Stay safe, and thank you for calling this morning. Love
you, Bro.”

“Most,” Brad answered with a chuckle. “Time
to bolt. Have fun and enjoy your day. Hello to everyone for me,
please. I’ll call again when I can.”

Mitch listened to the call ending and smiled.
He thought that maybe one day Brad would settle down with Hayden.
He looked at the clock to find it was six. “I might as well stay
up.” Mitch dressed and drove to Eli’s to see if she and his dad
needed help getting the meat started.
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“I didn’t expect to see you so early,” Mark
said when Mitch arrived.

Mitch ran a hand through his freshly cut
hair. “Brad decided to wake me this morning to wish me luck. I
don’t know where he is, but I could hear a helicopter. He said to
tell everyone hello, and he hopes to see us this summer.” Mitch
cracked his neck. “After that, I figured I might as well stay awake
and see if you needed my help.”

“I think we’re good here, but I heard Whit is
making biscuits and gravy for breakfast. “Why don’t we go see if
they are ready?” Eli replied.

“I could use a hearty meal after last night’s
dinner. That was somewhat lacking.” He grinned.

“It definitely wasn’t Fortner cooking, but
today will make up for it,” Mark said. “Did you sleep well last
night?”

“I know I dreamed, but I have no clue about
what. Then Brad pulled me from my dreams with his insanely early
call.” Mitch smirked. His eyes drifted to the pavilion and chairs
delivered for the ceremony. “This is really happening.”

“Yes, Son, it is. In a few hours, you will
become a husband. Does that scare you?”

“I’m terrified that I won’t be enough for
Jessie.”

“We would be worried if you weren’t a bit
scared, but you will be perfect for Jessie. Your love is evident,
and you should be looking forward to a great future together.” Eli
slipped an arm through his. “Let’s go eat. That will clear your
mind for a few minutes.”

“Your mom has our tuxedos ready at the house.
She will be down here working on food and relying on us to ensure
we look good. She’s got your reception outfit hanging in your room,
too. We can change into something more comfortable after the
ceremony and all the photos.”

“I’ll be looking forward to that,” Mitch
admitted.

“That makes two of us,” Mark replied.
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Whit brought Eli a glass of tea, and she took
a break from cooking to watch the ceremony with her. “I’ve got this
if you want to move closer to watch,” Loren said.

“Watch the chicken so it doesn’t burn,” Eli
instructed.

“Got it, boss.” Loren chuckled.

Whit held her hand during the ceremony, and
Eli was sure her memory was returning to the day of their wedding,
too. “I’m glad you didn’t insist on my wearing a tux or dress,” she
whispered to Whit.

“You still looked handsome,” Whit said.

“They make a beautiful couple,” Eli said as
she smiled.

“Yes, they do.”

The ceremony was over quickly, and the crowd
burst into applause for the newlyweds. Mitch recited his vows
perfectly, and aside from Evan not remembering which pocket he had
the rings in, the ceremony was flawless.

Eli returned to the grill while the photo
session began. The butts were rested enough to start pulling, so
she began filling pans with the juicy-smelling meat while Loren
began pulling the chicken and corn off the grill. Macy and Carol
started to carry the food to the buffet tables as the lines began
to form. Eli was immersed in her task when she felt a tap on her
shoulder. She turned to find Mitch smiling at her.

“Would you mind if we got a photograph with
you? It might be the only time you see me in a tux,” he joked.

“I’m sweaty and full of smoke,” Eli
answered.

“All to make our meal special,” Jessie said.
She reached for Eli’s hand.

Eli stood between them, and the photographer
took several shots. Her favorite would turn out to be the one where
both kids kissed a cheek, with her smiling broadly.

“There. Now go greet your guests and have
something good to eat,” Eli told them, shooing them away from the
smoky grill.

“Thank you for everything, Aunt Eli,” Mitch
said.

“Go before you make my eyes leak.” Eli waved
a pair of tongs at him. “Love y’all.”

“Most,” Mitch said, taking Jessie’s hand to
walk to a Gator. They would change at Mark’s and then share the
meal with their guests.

“Hey, wait for me,” Mark called out.

Evan and the rest of the wedding party
changed into more casual clothes at Eli’s, and as soon as Mitch and
Jessie returned, the feast began.
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Hours later, after the guests had departed
and all the leftovers were put away, Whit found Eli sitting on one
of the picnic tables. She carried two cups of coffee, and when she
approached, she said, “A penny for your thoughts.”

Eli looked up at her wife. Her eyes sparkled
with tears. “Another page was turned today,” Eli said. “Time seems
to be passing so quickly.” She took the coffee Whit offered
her.

“No matter how hard we wish time to slow
down, it will continue to pass. Today was another page and the
start of a new chapter for Mitch and Jessie. It was a beautiful
ceremony and a great beginning to their lives together.”

“It was a good day, wasn’t it?” Eli
smiled.

“I don’t think it could have been any better.
Mitch and Jessie looked radiant, and the food was out of this world
good.”

“It will take them hours to open all those
gifts.”

“I don’t think they will worry about presents
tonight.” Whit chuckled.

“You’re right. What was I thinking?” Eli
smiled.

“Soon, we will turn the page to a new chapter
for us when I come home, and we will start a new business venture
together.”

“You’re right about that. That’s a page I’m
ready to turn.” Eli took Whit’s hand. “So ready.”
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The Fortner family clapped and cheered loudly
when Mack and Zack walked across the platform to receive their
doctoral degrees at Harvard University. The top two of their class,
the twins were only separated by a few one-hundredths of a point in
grade point average.

“You may be a couple minutes older, but I
have the higher GPA,” Mack would later tease Zack.

“You are both amazing,” Eli said. She reached
for Whit’s hand. “Your mom and I couldn’t be happier.”

“It’s amazing that you’re only twenty and are
so incredibly brilliant,” Mark said.

“Thank you, Uncle Mark,” Zack said. “You and
Mitch were both influential to us as children.”

“You sure didn’t get your brains from us,”
Mitch teased.

Mack bumped shoulders with Mitch. “There’s
more to learning than classroom studies. We loved fishing,
exploring the mountain, and hiking with you and Brad.”

“He sends his apologies, but he’s on one of
those ‘I can’t tell you where I’m going’ missions for Uncle Sam,”
Laura said.

“That’s okay. I’m sure we’ll see Brad the
next time he comes home on leave.” Zack smiled. “We may have to
camp out at Hayden’s place, but we’ll see him.”

“You know he’ll have to come out to fish,”
Mitch replied.

“He still can’t stand the thought of us
catching all the fish,” Jessie said. She shifted the baby in her
arms.

“Do you want me to carry Charlie for a bit?”
Mitch asked of his newborn son.

“No, I rarely get to hold him,” Jessie
said.

“Some things haven’t changed,” Mack said. “I
didn’t think we would ever learn to walk from Mitch always carrying
us places.”

“Your mom and da would have killed me if I
had let y’all fall or get a scraped knee.”

Eli chuckled. “They had plenty of those
without your help. I was worried they had somehow inherited my
clumsy gene.”

Sandy arrived with an older woman in tow.
“Grandma, I’d like to introduce you to the Fortner family.”

“I’m Evelyn, and I appreciate your kindness
to my granddaughter. She’s all I have left. I am so proud of her,
and I hear Sandy and Mack are doing wonderful things together.”

Eli saw a blush on Mack’s face. “I believe
they are close to developing a solution to help put Alzheimer’s in
the past,” Eli stated.

“We still have years of research and case
studies, but we are making progress,” Mack replied.

“Maybe you can visit me in Daytona on one of
Sandy’s trips. I know you’ll be busy with your new positions in
Asheville, but you need time to recharge those brilliant minds
occasionally.”

“There’s nothing like the sand and sea to do
that,” Whit said.

“Do you have plans for this afternoon?” Eli
asked. “We have reservations for an early dinner at the Stockyard
tonight, and we’d be pleased if you join us. My treat to celebrate
such a glorious day.”

Sandy looked at her, and Evelyn nodded. “We
don’t fly out until the morning, so we’d love to join you.”

“Perfect. Will you meet us there at five?”
Eli asked.

“Yes, but I have a favor to ask,” Sandy said.
“I know Mack and Zack are all packed, but I have a few more boxes
to go in the U-haul. Would you mind if Mack helps me finish?”

“Not at all,” Whit said. She knew Sandy was
flying home with her grandmother to spend a few weeks before moving
into the condo with Mack and Zack in Asheville, and she wanted to
spend as much time as possible with Mack before they separated.

Zack fished keys from his pocket. “Take the
Jeep,” he offered.

“Can you climb into a Jeep, Gran?” Sandy
asked.

“I’m old, but I can still climb. As long as
it isn’t one of those monster trucks,” Evelyn answered.

Mack laughed. “Not at all.”

“We’ll see you later at the restaurant,
then,” Eli said.

“Charlie and Dad will want to get a nap in
before we go out, or else they will both be cranky,” Jessie
teased.

“That sounds like a great idea,” Mark
replied. “We’ll meet you in the lobby at four thirty,” Mark
said.

“Do you want to crash at the condo for a
while?” Zack asked his parents. “We have boxes everywhere, but we
can still sit on the balcony and enjoy the afternoon. I might even
have a cold one left in the refrigerator.”

Eli smiled at Whit and handed her keys. “You
drive.”

Whit sat next to Eli on the balcony and held
her hand. Zack had gone inside for another beer. “Are you
ready?”

“Ready for what?” Eli asked.

“To turn another page.” Whit smiled.

“As long as I’m with you,” Eli said, leaning
over to kiss her wife. “I love you.”

“Most,” Whit answered.
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A Breath of Scandal by S Anne Gardner

Adele, Countess of Caravagio, is passionate
and wild and doesn’t know the meaning of the word no. One day by
chance she turns her head and in a very old cliché fashion she sees
a face across the expanse of a Polo field and goes to meet it.
Unknowingly this would change her life forever.

When Gillian meets Adele, she is in a
committed relationship. The last thing she wanted was to be sucked
into the maelstrom that is Adele. However, Adele was something that
she could not fight against, and her world was turned upside down
from the moment they met.

Will their relationship survive against a
tide of intrigue, manipulations, passion, family, and most
importantly reconnecting the magic of their love for each
other.

 


The Sky People by Ali Spooner

After a beautiful wedding, Eli and Whit
return to plan the next phase of their relationship. Whit discovers
the identity of her father, and he shares a future with her that
will change life on Cast Iron Farm forever. Twins bless the Fortner
family, and Eli shares a special secret with Mitch, who bonds with
the children in a unique way. Ride along as the Fortners begin a
new chapter of their story.

 


Love Bonds by Annette Mori

When Mila Thompson, a rookie police officer,
discovers her mother is missing, she engages the assistance of San
Diego’s number one detective, who is more than a little reluctant
to enter the fray, noting she works in homicide, not missing
persons.

Bernie doesn’t play well with others, which
is why she doesn’t have a partner at work or in her personal life.
When Mila approaches her, she tries hard to refuse the request, but
Mila will not accept no for an answer. For reasons she does not
understand, Bernie doesn’t want to say no to Mila, who can charm
her way into anything, including smoothing the rough edges of
Bernie’s crusty heart.

Things get complicated when the women in The
Organization have an unusual tie to Mila’s mother. This sets up an
action-packed adventure with twists and turns and a healthy dose of
love. Find out the future of The Organization and whether an
unlikely pair can find their way to love.

 


Holy Water and Whiskey
Scars by Ali Spooner

Faith Wilson and Logan Bronson have family
secrets to protect and a legacy to uphold to support their small
rural Appalachian community. Their commitment to each other is
strong, and their desire to aid the struggling families however
they can, lead them both down an exciting but dangerous path. Will
their love continue to grow and be the glue that binds the
community together, or will they flee the withering community?

 


Politics of Love by
Annette Mori

Governor Sandra Murphy is rethinking the
sanity of allowing her mother to talk her into considering becoming
the democratic party’s choice for the presidential nominee. Sandra
has enough to contend with after surviving a bomb attack, thanks to
the brave border control agent working alongside the clever
undercover FBI agent. Now she has to worry about a pesky reporter
who seems to be everywhere scoping stories Sandra would prefer
Wynter Holmes steer far away from.

Wynter admires the charismatic governor.
After all, she voted for the woman. But that doesn’t give Governor
Murphy a free pass. A breaking story is what Wynter lives for, and
she isn’t about to stop digging just because the engaging governor
is attractive, single, and an out lesbian. Reporting for the
famously biased, right-wing media conglomerate is not exactly
making Wynter a friend of the enigmatic leader.

Will repeated attempts on Governor Murphy’s
life where Wynter might be collateral damage bring them closer
together or tear them apart from what might be a perfect match?

 


Out and Loud by Ali
Spooner

The Bentleys have begun celebrating their
success by performing live in small venues and outdoor concerts.
Their music and love for one another continue to grow as their
number drops to four. Stone is needed at home to run the business
during his father’s rehabilitation, but the Bentleys drive forward.
Cedra’s challenge to her bandmates to create original songs for
their next album turns into brilliant love songs, rockabilly, and a
Pride Festival anthem. Ride along with the Bentleys as they capture
the hearts of country music lovers across the nation.

 


Undercover Love by
Annette Mori

When the domestic terrorist cell Emma
Schmidt has infiltrated summons her to an abandoned warehouse for a
loyalty test, Emma immediately recognizes the battered woman. Emma
must act fast to protect her cover and save the woman, Jimena
Aguilar, she’s never forgotten.

Emma and Jimena team up on a dangerous
mission to take down the terrorist cell and save the life of the
popular California governor.

Will this lead them back to the closeness
they once shared or have the years in between hardened their hearts
to love.

 


Changing Times by
Jen Silver

Thirty
years on from when we first met Dani Barker and Camila Callaghan
in Changing
Perspectives, they’re
enjoying marriage and semi-retirement in a luxury flat near
London.

Dani’s
niece, Holly, runs their mixed media business, now gaining a foothold in the highly
competitive online games market. Holly’s older sibling, Luc,
influences people to take action on climate issues with their
website, Gaia One: One Earth, One Chance.

Romance
has been in short supply for both Holly and Luc. Immersed
in her work, Holly’s
dating life is non-existent. For Luc, family prejudices stand in
the way of a relationship with the love of their life.

Can Holly and
Luc succeed in making the changes necessary to achieve their own
happy ever afters?

 


Midnight in
Nashville by Ali Spooner

The Bentleys have successfully finished
cutting their first album, Six Strings, and a Dream. When
the Covid-19 epidemic hits, tours and live performances are
cancelled as the world goes into lockdown. With the closing of the
restaurant, employment for the band members has been severely
impacted. The group comes together to make life work at Ma
Bentley’s Boarding House. They take advantage of their down time
and use of the studio to record more songs. Cedra has challenged
each of her bandmates to create a song for their next album.
Juliet’s song, “Midnight in Nashville,” is chosen as the title
track. Join the group as they venture into new marketing avenues
and create their first music video for the title track.

 


Compound Interest
by Annette Mori

The kick-ass women in The Organization are
back and they have their sights set on a few new recruits. Not
everyone is jumping for joy at the choices, considering subterfuge
is front and center in the games the new recruits have been
playing.

Dani is supposed to get her happily ever
after, but she’s not sure what’s real anymore including Candy’s
feelings for her. When a new enemy takes Candy captive, Dani vows
to uncover the truth by insisting on going on the mission to save
her. Candy is not what she seems, and that presents a new set of
complications for Dani and her feelings.

The Organization continues to have
challenges when those damn book magicians and book witches keep
popping back in to warn them of new catastrophes on the horizon.
She doesn’t have time for their warnings, until their enemies
intersect once again to keep them working together.

 From award-winning
author, Annette Mori, find out what happens in this final chapter
of the combined Asset Management/Book Addict series.
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