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      Sophia Grace Calloway

      

      Alpine Falls. 3 miles.

      I remember these twisty, windy, narrow roads. Roads that require the driver to slow down to a crawl to avoid losing control and sliding off the edge into nothingness.

      Deadly beauty. That’s how I always think of these mountains. I should know.

      It’s been more years than I care to count since I was near Alpine Falls. I’d been sixteen. A newly licensed driver who never should have been driving alone, much less driving on treacherous mountain roads.

      But I’d wanted to visit my friend and I’d begged and pleaded my beleaguered mother until she had relented. Sort of relented. Dressed in her waitress uniform, she’d said something about being home before she got off work. Since she was working a twelve hour shift and wouldn’t be home until at least one in the morning, the whole day had stretched out forever in front of me. Such is the way of the young.

      At twenty-nine, my days don’t stretch out quite so far in front of me anymore.

      In fact, I’ve been driving for what seems like forever. I should stop for the night.

      An automatic glance in the rearview mirror tells me there’s no one behind me. There hasn’t been anyone behind me all day.

      I’ve driven too far for too long. I’d left Las Vegas that morning. Just slipped out before the city woke up. I hadn’t had a destination in mind, at least not consciously, but the longer I drove, the closer I got to Denver, I knew I was going home.

      And yet Denver is no longer home. Denver hasn’t been home since high school. My mother had met a rich man who lived in Las Vegas and they’d gotten married. With vaporware promises, he’d lured my mother to Vegas. After the marriage dissolved into the nothingness that it was, we stayed, taking a cheap apartment.

      Scholarships had taken me out of there and a good job in finance had kept me out.

      I’d made a lot of good decisions on my own, but I hadn’t seen Trevor Waters coming. I suppose the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree after all. I’d been swayed by his charm and I had taken his jealousy as flattery.

      With nothing worth revisiting in Denver, I went west on Interstate 70 into the mountains.

      It’s October and still hot in Las Vegas. But not here. My outside thermometer shows the temperature quickly dropping to forty-five. I come out of the Eisenhower Tunnel, which I don’t remember from those years ago, to find a beautiful sunset spread out across the sky in front of me. The sky is painted in an array of pinks and golds more beautiful than an artist’s painting. And beneath that sky, the mountainsides are ablaze in the golds and reds of the aspen and maple trees.

      That’s when I decide to take the exit taking me north into the high country.

      I’d lost touch with that friend I’d gone to visit. No great loss. Turns out she’d been a fair weather friend. After I’d gone into the hospital, she’d ghosted me. Looking back, I strongly suspect her parents had something to do with that. She probably got into trouble for inviting me to visit to start with. I’d certainly gotten in trouble myself for going. After all, we’d only been sixteen. Didn’t make it sting any less at the time.

      She isn’t what draws me to the mountains anyway. It’s the memory of charm of the town I’d driven through and the kindness of the people I’d encountered that day.

      Alpine Falls. Three miles.
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      Blake Mercer

      
      “Do you need a break?” I ask Zoe, the receptionist sitting behind the front desk of the Alpine Falls Lodge. Zoe has worked the front desk since I’d been a kid. Now that I’m thirty, I figure Zoe’s been working here for a very long time.

      “No,” she says, looking up from her computer with the smile she always manages to wear. “But I wouldn’t mind a coffee.”

      “Good idea. I’ll be right back. I’ll do a quick walk around on my way to the café.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I walk toward the four-sided log burning fireplace first. Half a dozen people sit there their eyes glued to their phones or iPads. I remember when people used to sit out here and read books. Actual real books. Paper books. But those days of someone reading a paper book are few and far between anymore.

      “Are you ladies doing okay?” I ask. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No thank you.” The oldest of the ladies looks up and smiles, then goes back to whatever she’s reading on her iPad. At least she appears to be reading.

      Four of the girls ignore me. One looks up and gives me a bored shake of the head while her fingers continue to fly over the keyboard of her phone.

      “Have a good evening,” I say, moving on, walking back toward the café to order our coffees.

      I only work at the lodge part time. Coming in on the weekends mostly to give Zoe a hand and also to keep the books up to date while the manager is out on maternity leave. I wear a radio at my hip. As an EMT, I’m always on call.

      I grew up in Alpine Falls and my family still lives here. I consider it home and don’t have any plans to move away. It’s home and I suspect it always will be.

      I’m about as steady and loyal a man as they come. I knew I wanted to be an EMT for as long as I can remember. I have a vivid memory of standing on Main Street… actually I was sitting on my father’s shoulders, but he was standing… watching the parade. I covered my ears when the sirens on the firetruck and ambulance hurt my ears, but I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off the men in their uniforms.

      I must have pestered my parents for a year after that asking questions about what they do and how and why. All the crazy unanswerable questions little kids ask. I even had my father take me down to the fire station so I could see the firemen up close. Ask them questions.

      It was the summer before my senior year of high school when I first volunteered at the fire station.

      “Two coffees, please,” I tell Frederick behind the counter. “The usual.” The music spilling from the old jukebox is
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