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        Owen Thatcher

      

      

      

      Meet me at the train station.

      I’m sitting in a booth in the train’s last car—the café car—nursing a hot cup of black coffee. Staring out the window, watching the river as it travels in the opposite direction. The water is traveling downhill. We’re traveling uphill. Deep into the Rocky Mountains.

      Three elk bulls stand boldly on the other side of the river, their heads held high, watching the train as it passes. Used to it, I decide. This train passes by here, I don’t know, probably at least twice a day. The elk have evolved to see it something normal. Something to be cautious about, but not alarmed enough to disrupt their routine.

      The café car is only about half full. I’m the only person sitting without my eyes glued to my phone or an iPad propped on the table in front of me. I’m probably, sadly enough, the only person who saw the elk. The wildlife is accurate in thinking they’re completely safe from the clueless humans.

      A few more miles and we pass a little community. Mountainside Village. Cabins mostly. Early morning woodsmoke wafts lazily from the chimney. I imagine families sitting together having breakfast. Sitting around the fireplace reading. Children playing on a rug at their feet.

      An old rusty pickup truck sitting in front of one of the little cabin tucked in a grove of aspen trees with brightly colored golden leaves fluttering in the breeze reminds me of the truck I left in Alpine Falls six years ago. It’s not there anymore. My father sold it years ago. But the vivid memories are tucked neatly into the back of my mind.

      The day my grandfather gifted it to me. Driving it out to Elena’s house to pick her up for junior prom. Senior prom. All those hours, day or night didn’t matter, we spent wrapped in each other’s arms. Kissing. Falling in love.

      The closer I get to the Alpine Falls station, the more vivid the memory of that long ago day becomes.

      Wait for me, I said.

      You know I’ll be here.

      I’m not sure how long I’ll be. Basic training. Then I might have to go for some kind of special training before they let me come home to stay until I’m assigned a permanent duty station.

      It doesn’t matter, Owen. I’ll be right here.

      That was six years ago. I hadn’t been sent home before I’d been assigned a duty station.

      I hadn’t been assigned a duty station at all. I’d been deployed.

      Then promoted. Given more and more duties. More assignments. More transfers. There had been no coming home.

      When I had been granted leave, I’d taken it wherever I’d been stationed. It had been a slippery slope. Beers with the men had turned into a way of life.

      I’d stopped texting Elena. First it had been just a day between texts. Then it had become a week. Anytime I wrote her, she’d written right back.

      But I’d been a jerk. Not on purpose. Never on purpose. But the result was the same. Days had turned into weeks. Then the longer I went without writing her, the harder it had become to write her at all.

      We couldn’t just pick up where we’d left off.

      Eventually I heard she’d moved on.

      Elena was like that. She lived her life. She’d said she would wait for me, but she wasn’t stupid.

      “Next stop. Alpine Falls.” The conductor’s voice breaks through my thoughts. My stomach clenches.

      Coming home.

      Six years almost to the day after I’d ridden this very train out of here.

      I’d left as a bright-eyed boy. I’m returning as a worldly man. Maybe I’m a bit jaded. Or maybe I can leave that jadedness behind me. Can I shed it like a second skin? One that formed over me like a sheen of dust in the Iraq desert? Anything is possible.

      I’m wearing my Air Force uniform. No particular reason other than habit. My civilian clothes feel awkward and it’s going to take some time to get accustomed to wearing them again.

      The train tracks pass the Alpine Falls Lodge. A stately two-story building that has stood the test of time for nearly two hundred years. It was here before us and it’ll be here after all of us are long gone.

      Just like the forever snow-capped mountain peaks towering above us on all sides.

      I’ve traveled and I’ve seen a lot of the world, but there’s no place as breathtakingly beautiful as Alpine Falls.

      Right now, in November, the trees are painted in red and gold splendor as they prepare to shed their leaves. Quaking aspen trees with delicate white bark and leaves the color of spun gold. Tall sturdy maple trees with leaves in yellow, orange, and red create a stunning display of fiery color across the landscape.

      As we near the train station, we pass houses with white pickets fences nestled in the brightly colored trees.

      Some things will never change.

      But I don’t care so much about the houses or even the brightly colored trees.

      There’s only one thing I care about in Alpine Falls. One person.

      And she has moved on.

      There’s only so long a girl will wait. Only so long a girl should wait.
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      Elena Brooks

      
      Alpine Falls Bank and Trust.

      I’d made my career here. Started out as a file clerk. Promoted to bank teller. Then pulled by the bank president into a position as loan officer.

      All the while taking online courses in finance. I have a knack for it. My practical brain thrives on math. Math doesn’t lie. I like it when numbers do their thing.

      I can look at someone’s banking history and, no matter what they’re telling me, I can know whether or not they’re going to repay a loan. Numbers don’t lie.

      And people don’t change.

      They might fall on hard times, but they don’t change.

      I’ve loaned money to people to help get them out of a bad spot. They rarely let me down.

      Most people keep their promises.

      When they can.

      Sometimes a person just can’t keep a promise no matter their intention.

      I lock the screen on my computer, stand up and stretch.

      I have three messages on my phone. One is from my insurance company reminding me that I have a payment coming out soon. Another is spam. And the third is from Aaron, the guy I’m sort of dating.

      He wants to do more than sort of date, but he lives in Denver and I live in Alpine Falls. Three hours away. Dating someone who lives three hours away takes an inordinate amount of effort.

      Not that I’m opposed to putting
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