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      Madison Lane

      

      It seemed like a good idea at the time.

      That’s my life. Or so it seems at this juncture in my twenty-seven years.

      It seemed like a good idea to take a road trip, by myself, instead of flying to my friend’s wedding. When I’d studied the map, the drive hadn’t looked all that bad. Just get on Interstate 10 and head west from Houston, then north on Interstate 25 to Denver and east on Interstate 70 to Alpine Falls.

      Simple enough.

      It was simple enough until I got out of the car in El Paso and my cell phone fell out face down onto the concrete parking lot, smashing the screen, making it impossible for me even unlock it.

      Unfortunately, of course, I lost all my phone numbers. It was quite a shock to realize that I don’t have a single phone number other than my own memorized.

      I don’t even have my friend Hannah’s address. All I know is it is somewhere in Alpine Falls, Colorado. So that’s what I put in my GPS and hope for the best.

      After that the trip is uneventful until I leave Denver and head into the mountains.

      It’s two days before Christmas Eve, Hannah’s wedding date, and the weather is appropriately cloudy and gloomy for December. The forecast is calling for snow.

      I don’t have a lot of experience with mountain life, but I’m determined to make it to Alpine Falls before it starts snowing.

      I take the designated exit off of Interstate 70 and head north along a curvy two-lane highway. It’s picturesque. I have to give it that. Mountaintops covered with caps of snow. Wispy clouds hovering below the tops of those jagged mountains.

      The road follows alongside a rushing mountain stream with shallow, sparkling clear water tumbling over a rocky riverbed. And there are trees everywhere. Blue spruce trees on either side of the highway mixed with white-barked aspen trees and maple trees, both of which lost their leaves months ago.

      I drive past a little cabin with smoke wafting out of the chimney sending a wave of nostalgia washing over me. I imagine a family gathered around the cozy fireplace, watching a movie or reading or just talking. The scent of fresh baked cookies fills the air. Or maybe an apple pie.

      It’s Christmastime and that’s what families do. But not my family. My parents decided that since my brother left home, they would take advantage of the long anticipated freedom and take a cruise somewhere warm.

      My brother is in Atlanta spending Christmas with his girlfriend.

      And that’s basically how I ended up here. Driving along a lonely country road in the mountains. Blindly following my GPS to a little town called Alpine Falls.

      I could have (probably should have) stopped somewhere to get my phone replaced, but I didn’t want to waste the half a day I knew it would take.

      Being late for my friend’s wedding is not an option. It’s already taking longer to get there than I planned. Being my first road trip and all, I might have underestimated the time it takes to drive halfway across the country.

      “Turn right on Birch Road in five hundred feet.” The female voice of my GPS says with no uncertainty.

      “Seriously?” I confess to keeping up a conversation with my GPS since losing my cell phone. Not that it ever responds.

      Since I’m at the mercy of my GPS and it’s gotten me this far, I slow down and leave the highway to turn right onto Birch Road. Birch Road, a blacktopped country road, winds its way further up into the mountains. Definitely increasing in elevation.

      My GPS then suggests I stop for food. Not a bad idea. Except that I don’t see any signs of a town up ahead. In fact, I cross an area with a steep drop off on one side.

      Beautiful, but deadly. That’s what I call it.

      After about a mile, I round a little curve and that’s when I see the road sign. “Luchara. Elevation 8,540.”

      Not the population. The elevation. It’s interesting how these little towns seem prouder of their elevation than they are of how many people live here.

      But there’s a little diner. The sign out front identifies it as “Luchara Diner.” Not a very creative name, but it looks like it only attracts locals. There aren’t enough cars on the highway to suggest that it’s much of a tourist stop.

      Well, why not? My GPS brought me here, so I might as well stop. I have to go to the bathroom anyway.

      I turn down the gravel road and park next to the only other vehicle near the restaurant. The town’s only street is a gravel road with parking on either side. There are only a few other parked cars scattered here and there along what I guess they would call Main Street.

      The restaurant is the only building labeled with a sign. The other buildings are unidentified shops of one kind or another.

      The restaurant has outdoor seating in the form of picnic tables, but it’s too cold for anyone to be seated outside. The outside seating area looks quite inviting. A wooden deck with a live, very tall and old oak tree right in the middle of it, a circled bench around the perimeter of its trunk.

      A little bell jingles over the door as I step inside and a man calls out to me from behind the kitchen.

      “Have a seat wherever you like,” he calls out in a gruff smoker’s voice. The man is wearing a white apron and apparently is both the cook and the host.

      Only two of the six tables are filled. A couple of bearded men in flannel shirts are seated at one of those tables. An older couple, obviously tourists from the way they’re dressed are seated at the other one. He’s wearing slacks and a polo shirt. She’s wearing a casual dress and sandals.

      I take a seat next to the door and pick up the sheet of paper that serves as a menu. Not a lot of variety. Everything has eggs in one form or another.

      The man comes to stand next to me.

      “That’s the breakfast menu,” he says, looking over my shoulder. “You can order from it if you want to, but this here is the lunch menu.” He hands me another piece of paper with items that sound a lot more like lunch items. Hamburgers. French fries. A fried chicken plate.

      “Can I get a hamburger? Well done?” I ask.

      “Sure thing. Anything to drink?”

      I hold up a bottle of water I brought in with me. “I’m good.”

      “Suit yourself. Got bottles of beer if you change your mind.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      The cook/server leaves me alone at the table and heads back behind the counter to the kitchen.

      The men laugh loudly at something one of them said.

      I tap my fingers on the table. Without a cell phone, I have pretty much nothing to do to entertain myself.

      I’m certain my friend Hannah and Olivia have tried to reach me by now. Hannah will be concerned that I’m not answering my phone, but Olivia, whom I’ve known since grade school, will think I’m just in one of my work mode periods.

      I do that sometimes. I close myself off in my apartment and don’t want to talk to anyone.

      I might be introverted. But it’s the only way I know to get everything done.

      Right now I’m trying to start a business and it’s not going like it’s supposed to.

      I literally have my life planned out on a spreadsheet. I’m twenty-five now and I’m supposed to have gotten my business off the ground by now.

      It might be time for a pivot.

      Fortunately, I have contingencies built into my spreadsheet.

      It’s definitely time to rearrange some things.

      My hamburger and fries arrive. Finally. One thing I’ve discovered is that eating at restaurants alone without a cell phone is not fun. There’s not only not anyone to talk to, but there’s nothing to read or watch.

      My first order of business after I make it to Alpine Falls is to get my cell phone replaced. I just have to get there first. To let them know I’m okay and that I’m not going to miss the wedding.

      The wedding is a long story, but it’s important to Hannah.

      She’s marrying her high school sweetheart Jack Thompson.

      The funny thing about it is she spent the last ten years thinking she and Jack were divorced when in fact, they’ve been married all this time.

      So technically Jack is already her husband, not her fiancé.

      But since Hannah dated other guys and was actually engaged to someone else when she learned that she was still married to Jack, they feel like they should have a wedding to reset their marriage.

      Personally, I think it’s a good idea.

      The hamburger isn’t bad. I eat half of it and all my fries before going up to the counter to pay. Now that I’ve eaten, I’m ready to get going. I should be in Alpine Falls by the end of the day if my GPS is correct and I’m ready.

      I’m wishing I could just fly home after the wedding, but, of course, I have my car.

      Again. It seemed like a good idea at the time.
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      Lucas Thompson

      
      I lock the door to the cabin and walk the distance to the Luchara Diner. It only takes me fifteen minutes to get there, door to door. My big gangly black lab, Scout, runs along at my heels.

      The old log cabin built in the last century is perfectly located for someone who cherishes privacy. A writer maybe. Or a retired couple. Maybe an investor who wants to rent it out in the summers.

      So many possibilities.

      The air has a definite bite to it and I shrug deeper into my fleece-lined coat. My boots crunch on frosty snow protected from the day’s sunlight. The trail winds among a variety of trees, most of them, aspens and maples, with bare winter branches. Others, blue spruce trees mostly, have full branches that smell like Christmas.

      I automatically glance at my watch. Two days before Christmas Eve. Two days before my brother’s wedding. Tomorrow I need to pack up and make the short drive back to Alpine Falls.

      I have little doubt that they’ve been trying to reach me, but since there’s no cell phone service in Luchara, I wouldn’t know.

      Fortunately, since I have a habit of disappearing for weeks at the time, they don’t expect much out of me. I established that habit during my party days. I never would have predicted that bad habit established in my college years would serve me well in the future. This time I have a
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