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        Isabella Beaumont

        March

      

      

      

      Today is a perfect day.

      The flowers. The cake. My dress.

      Peonies, daffodils, and sweet peas.

      Pink and white peonies spill out of my bouquet along with sweet pea blooms.

      The yellow daffodils, not only in my bouquet, but also in little vases on every surface with their trumpet-like blooms have a sweet, delicate fragrance with scent swirls of vanilla, honey, and jasmine.

      Today I will become Mrs. Theodore White.

      Teddy and I have been planning our wedding for eighteen months since the day he popped the question.

      We had decided to go big.

      Go big or go home and all that.

      So here we are at the chapel.

      I’m here with my whole family.

      “I have something for you,” my older sister says, pulling me to the side.

      I’m wearing my wedding dress a classic ballgown skirt in a luxurious buttery satin that cascades into a stunning and dramatic train. My sister picks up the train as we walk.

      “What is it?”

      My emotions are all over the place. One minute I’m feeling ecstatically on top of the world and then literally the next minute I’m trying not to cry. If I weren’t wearing carefully applied mascara and eyeliner, I’m fairly certain I would most definitely be crying.

      It would be easier if my family weren’t making such a big deal out of the whole wedding.

      Getting married is a big enough deal in my own head without them adding onto it.

      It would be so much easier if they would just settle down and act normal.

      My sister, Jenny, drops my train and opens a box that looks really old and when she opens it, I realize just how old it is. Like last century old.

      Inside is a set of aquamarine earrings in a silver setting.

      Dangle earrings.

      I never wear dangle earrings. If I wear earrings at all, like today, I wear my diamond studs.

      “These belonged to our grandmother,” she says.

      “I know,” I say. “But she gave them to you. They’re supposed to be for you. For your wedding.”

      “I know,” Jenny says, her own eyes brimming with tears. “But since you’re the first to get married, it seems like you should be the first to wear them.”

      “I can’t take that from you, really.” And please don’t cry. If Jenny starts to cry, I’ll cry, too, and there goes my makeup.

      “You can give them back to me on my wedding day,” Jenny insists. “Here. Let me help you put them on.”

      She urges me to sit on a little stool and proceeds to remove the diamond studs I absolutely adore. Daddy gave them to me when I turned sixteen and I never wear any other earrings. They are elegant and understated and they suit me perfectly.

      Jenny drops my cherished earrings in my hand and proceeds to put the aquamarine dangle earrings in my ears.

      It’s in that moment, that I realize a wedding isn’t just for the bride. A wedding is for the bride’s family and friends.

      Why didn’t someone tell me this? Or maybe no one realizes it.

      From now on, I vow, I’m going to make sure that anyone getting married knows going in that the wedding is as much for the bride’s family as it is for the bride.

      “There,” Jenny says, standing back and admiring the earrings. “Let me just grab a mirror so you can see.”

      “That would be nice.” I mutter to myself. Now I need to put my diamond studs somewhere they won’t get lost.

      Since I don’t have any idea where to put them so they won’t get lost, I just hold them in my hand.

      Everyone seems to be busy doing something.

      My mother is helping my niece with her hair. A few minute ago, they had it pulled up into an up-do and now they have it down, pulled over one shoulder.

      My cousins are helping each other with their makeup.

      And the photographer is taking videos of everything.

      Again, it’s all about friends and family.

      The natural flow of things is interrupted when Daddy comes to the door looking for Mother.

      She steps outside the chapel dressing room and closes the door behind her.

      I can’t worry about them right now. They’re probably worried about last minute seating arrangements or some such. Oddly enough, the seating arrangement was never something I worried about. I frankly didn’t care who sat by who.

      Jenny comes back with a handheld mirror and holds it up in front of me.

      “So pretty,” she says.

      I don’t say anything. I hardly even recognize myself in the mirror. As such, the earrings honestly don’t make as much difference as I thought they would.

      The hairdresser comes in my direction.

      “We need to weave some sparkle into your hair,” she says in her thick Vietnamese accent.

      “I don’t really need sparkle,” I say, but I already know that no one is listening to me.

      Navigating my heavy skirts and picking up my own train, still holding my earrings in one hand, I follow her back to my seat so she can work on my hair some more.

      “You’re going to love the sparkle,” she says.

      “I’m sure.” I force a smile and she doesn’t even realize I’m not excited about having faux diamonds sparkles woven into my hair.

      I wonder what Teddy’s doing and I can’t wait to tell him all about what I’m having to endure as the bride. Things I never would have thought I would have to go through just to get married.

      Aquamarine earrings from the last century being the latest in that list of things.

      But then something happens that isn’t supposed to happen.

      A big traditional wedding comes with lots of rules and one of the rules is that the men stay with the men and the ladies stay with the ladies.

      But Daddy steps into our space and looks right at me.

      I know from his expression that something is wrong.

      I imagine all sorts of things.

      Maybe Grandpa had another heart attack. Or maybe the preacher didn’t show up. Or maybe something happened to the cake. Maybe someone crashed into the cake.

      Unlike the seating chart, I did care about the cake. The cake was a work of art shaped like a castle with a little horse and carriage, all made of cake, along the bottom. I hoped that at least they got good photos of it.

      Daddy comes to stand in front of me. Mother stands next to him biting her lip. Mother only bites her lip when she’s really worried about something. Like when my little brother fell out of a tree and broke his arm.

      “What’s wrong, Daddy?” I ask. My heart is pounding with dread. I can’t figure out why Daddy is here when he could have just told Mother.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this,” he says.

      “Tell me what?”

      “We can’t find Teddy.”

      “What do you mean you can’t find him?”

      I automatically pick up my phone and dial his number. It goes straight to voicemail.

      “He turned off his phone,” I say. Teddy never turns off his phone.

      I don’t think he even knows how. The only time he ever turns it off is when it does an automatic upgrade and he doesn’t actually turn it off then. It turns itself off and right back on.

      “Did you look for him?” I ask.

      “Of course we did. But Isabella. His car is gone.”

      “Well may he forgot something.”

      Mother and Daddy exchange a glance. One of those glances that only they understand, but I know can’t be good.

      Jenny comes over to stand next to me.

      “What’s happened?”

      “They can’t find Teddy.”

      Teddy’s best friend Mark comes to the door. He doesn’t even bother to knock. He just walks right into what is supposed to be the sacrosanct area of the bride.

      “I just got a message from Teddy,” he says.

      “See,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Everyone is worrying for nothing.”

      Mark looks down at his phone and starts to read out loud.

      “Tell Isabella that I’m sorry, but I can’t marry her.”

      “What?” I dial his number again. Straight to voicemail. “Why?” I look at Mark. “Why?”

      Mark looks down at his phone.

      “Please don’t try to contact me. I’m going to Ireland.”

      “Ireland. What’s in Ireland?” I ask.

      Mark shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “I know you know,” I say, pinning Mark with my gaze. “Teddy tells you everything.”

      Mark shakes his head and takes a step back.

      I stand up and grab his phone out of his hand, but I don’t look at it. It’s just a hostage.

      “What’s in Ireland?”

      “Katie,” he says, taking another step back, happily sacrificing his phone to get away from me.

      Teddy had promised me he was over Katie. She was his college girlfriend, an exchange student from Ireland.

      “He told me it was over.”

      “Will someone tell us what’s going on,” Daddy says.

      For a moment no one says anything.

      “Teddy went to Ireland,” Mark says finally.

      “Why does he go to Ireland on his wedding day?” Daddy asked.

      We all look at him. How can my engineer father be so clueless.

      “His old girlfriend lives there.”

      Daddy looks at me, then turns his gaze to Mother.

      Then everyone is talking all at once.

      And no one is talking to me.

      I slip away, heading toward the bathroom. They don’t need me for this.

      I can be sick on my own.

      This was turning out to be one of the worst days of my entire life.

      And it all started with the earrings.

      It had to be the earrings.

      They were cursed.
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      Braden St. James

      

      No matter what anyone says, it wasn’t my fault.

      But here I am on a three week probationary period.

      For a pilot, three weeks on the ground is an eternity. It might as well be a permanent stripping of the pilot’s license.

      My friend Christopher Flynn is the only one who understands.

      When he offers to let me spend those three weeks at Alpine Falls, I consider myself to have gotten something of reprieve.

      If I can’t be in the air, at least I can be on the ground. In the mountains. Hiking. Mountain biking. Maybe even golfing, though I’m not sure if Alpine Falls has a golf course. If they don’t they should. Glenwood Springs will definitely have one.

      I won’t have my car, but Christopher will have a car I can borrow.

      There was a time when he would have gone golfing, hiking, and everything else with me, but those days seem to have vanished with the birth of his first child.

      Christopher and Tabitha have a little baby girl.

      That’s probably the only downside to spending my probationary period at Alpine Falls. Being subjected to hearing all about the baby.

      But it’s okay. I’ll mostly be doing outside things.

      Christopher prepares to take the helicopter in for a landing on the little helipad near the Alpine Falls Lodge.

      It’s his helicopter. Bought for him by the lodge. He uses it to carry guests to and from the lodge, but he also has access to it whenever he wants it for personal reasons.

      Giving one of his best friends a lift up to the mountain lodge nestled in the Rocky Mountains at something like nine thousand feet in elevation happens to be one of those legitimate personal reasons for him to use the chopper.

      “Do you want a tour before we land?” he asks.

      “Sure.” I’ve never been to Alpine Falls, so an aerial tour would be nice.

      He take me over the lodge. The lodge is over a hundred years old, but it’s nestled nicely in the trees.

      The lodge belongs to his family. Right now it belongs to his mother and father, but one day it will belong to Christopher and his five siblings.

      A mountain stream runs along behind it and I get a glimpse of trails. This is going to be great, all things considered.

      Since Main Street is right there, he flies over it, too. Main Street Alpine Falls is just that. One street with a few smaller streets shooting off from it.

      I see a train depot. I hadn’t known about that. Apparently one of the Amtrak trains comes straight through here and makes a stop in Alpine Falls.

      It’s quite picturesque. The little mountain town surrounded by tall rugged mountain peaks on three sides.

      The mountain peaks are above tree line with clouds hovering around them, the town itself at high altitude, but in the trees.

      The trees are budding out and everything is starting to turn green with the first signs of spring contrasting with the snow-capped mountain peaks on three sides of the vale.

      So much different from Houston. In Houston the leaves were already green and bright flowers were bloomed out everywhere.

      Of course Houston only gets two seasons. Warm and hot.

      Alpine Falls, on the other hand, gets all four seasons and right now it is obviously in the beginning of spring.

      Christopher takes the chopper in for a landing and turns off the blades.

      The following silence is deafening.

      “Welcome to Alpine Falls,” he says.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say. “I can’t wait to explore.”

      “We’ll get you settled into the guest room first,” he says. “You can meet Tabitha and the baby.”

      “Sure,” I say, forcing enthusiasm into my voice.

      I could hardly complain about spending time with Christopher’s family when he was giving me what was basically a three-week vacation.

      I watch as he goes through the post-flight checklist, going through it with him mentally. Just because I’m on probation—that was not my fault—does not mean I can’t follow along with the checklists. I have the checklists memorized any way. I couldn’t not go through it even if I tried.

      “All set,” he says.

      “Yep.”

      I open the door on my side and the cold air strikes me with sheer surprise. I knew it was colder up here, but I didn’t expect it to be this cold. For the cold to be like sharp needles slamming into my skin.

      “It’s a bit cold,” Christopher says, pointing out the obvious.

      “I don’t think I brought the right clothes,” I say, dropping to the ground. “I don’t even own the right clothes for up here.”

      Christopher comes around and opens the cargo area.

      “The General Store in town should have whatever you need.”

      “Good to know.”

      I grab my suitcase by the handle and we start down a packed earth path among maple trees, blue spruce trees, and pine trees. Little patches of snow are beneath the trees as well as a few patches along the edges of the trail where the trees block the sunlight.

      A chipmunk runs up and stands on its hind feet, then skitters away. Christopher points toward a herd of bighorn sheep on the upslope of a nearby mountainside. A couple of shiny blackbirds swoop overhead, then moving on with disappointment that we don’t have anything to feed them.

      The path enters a grove of silver barked aspen trees as we come to a fork in the trail.

      “If you keep going straight,” Christopher says. “You end up at the lodge.”

      “Okay.”

      We turn left toward the Flynn’s house.

      The lodge, according to my research, has a gift shop, a lounge that serves as a café by day, and lots of comfortable seating areas around a big fireplace.

      Right about now, I wouldn’t mind a warm fireplace to cozy up to.

      Being a Houston boy, I am not acclimated to the cold. Most of my flights are either between Houston and Dallas or in the southeastern part of the country.

      “I’ll check out the lodge later,” I say.

      “Make yourself at home.”

      “Thanks man. I appreciate it.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll get everything sorted out and you back in the air. Worst case, you do your time on the ground get to enjoy the great outdoors for a couple of weeks.”

      “Right.” Even though it’s actually three weeks, I try to take consolation in that.

      But no matter how beautiful it might be here, I know that the three weeks are going to be difficult. It’s a pilot thing.

      Being grounded is a torture in and of itself.
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