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      “I thought Jackson was bringing home a girl,” Tabitha says.

      “I think we all just assumed it,” Momma said, sitting back down at the breakfast table. “I guess not.”

      Tabitha glances over at me. I’m keeping my gaze focused on the tea in my mug.

      “He’s kinda cute,” she says in what is obviously intended as a little whisper.

      “I hadn’t noticed,” I say.

      I almost miss the glance exchanged between Momma and Tabitha before they go back to talking about cribs and high chairs.

      Anyone with any sense at all would know that I was lying. Anybody who took one look at Daniel could see that he was not only kinda cute, he was drop dead gorgeous.

      The kind of handsome man that no doubt had women falling at his feet.

      And with that slow grin of his, he obviously knows it.

      There is nothing more dangerous to a woman’s heart than a handsome pilot in uniform.

      Coming from a family of pilots AND working with pilots every day, I’ve been inoculated.

      Handsome pilots don’t have an affect on me.

      Until they do.
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        Andrea Flynn

        December

      

      

      

      Seatbelt. Check.

      Landing gear down. Check.

      Flaps down. Check.

      Final approach to the Alpine Falls runway.

      My first trip home flying solo.

      The last time I came home, my brother Christopher had flown me here in his helicopter. It hadn’t been a big deal. Just a run-of-the-mill trip he made all the time.

      Not like this one.

      The snowcapped mountain peaks on three sides of the vale stand tall and jagged.

      The runway below looks like a postage stamp from my vantage point.

      Nothing at all like the complex runways I’m accustomed to navigating.

      Flying at this elevation is somewhat different from flying at lower elevations.

      I keep my eyes on the computer monitors. Watching wind speed. Crosswinds.

      Fortunately, it’s a clear day. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Alpine Falls comes in right at ten thousand feet in elevation.

      An extraordinarily high elevation for a town. And yet everyone who lives here calls the snowcapped mountains surrounding it on three sides the high country.

      It typically snows here before Christmas in Alpine Falls, probably about fifty percent of the time. Maybe seventy percent.

      The runway is a little tiny postage stamp surrounded by trees on all sides. A rushing mountain stream on one side. On the other side is a packed earth trail leading to the Alpine Lodge and my family’s home.

      The trees, maple, aspen, and pine, have all shed their leaves since the last time I was here, but the blue spruce trees still have their needles. The blue spruce trees look like a grove of undecorated Christmas trees, which I suppose in some ways, they really are.

      This is apparently one of those years when the snow doesn’t fall before Christmas. I see no signs of snow on the ground as I take the little Cessna in for a landing.

      This isn’t one of the usual airplanes I fly. In fact, it isn’t even a Skye Travels airplane. It’s one of my boss’s private planes that he’d generously allowed me to borrow for the week.

      Those few seconds of ground effect before the airplane wheels hit the runway are the one time when the airplane actually feels like it’s floating. Maybe it’s just me.

      Probably just me since technically it’s floating the whole time it’s in the air.

      My wheels bump against the runway and the plane slows to a stop. I taxi around to one of the areas designated for parking. There is no terminal. No building at all. The runway has nothing more than two air socks. Three would be better for crosswind detection.

      I proceed to go through the usual post-flight checklist.

      I check my watch. I’ve landed thirty minutes earlier than I had anticipated.

      Not that I expect a lot of fanfare for my first solo flight home. However. With five brothers and sisters, four of them married, it seems a bit to me like someone would have shown up to meet me and to witness my first landing at the Alpine Falls runway. Such that it is.

      Literally just a runway.

      There’s no one here.

      But I’m early.

      I secure the airplane and open the door.

      The cold wind, even though I grew up with it, catches me off-guard as it slaps me in the face.

      I grab my coat on the seat next to me and shrug into it, buttoning it up. I didn’t bring gloves or a hat, but we always have extra at the house.

      With my coat on now, I climb out of the airplane and open up the cargo area.

      Unlike my sisters, I have learned to travel light. I’m home for a week with just one small suitcase.

      I double-check to make sure I have everything. My phone case strapped over my shoulders. The airplane locked. My luggage.

      With everything I need, I start down the path leading home.

      Even though I currently live in Denver, Alpine Falls will always be the place I think of as home.

      Being the youngest of six siblings, three of whom still live in Alpine Falls along with our parents, there is always someone in the family around.

      Unless, of course, I’m wanting to show off my landing skills.

      The air is a lot lighter than I’m used to and I can feel my skin drying out already.

      I’m prepared. I have lots of moisturizer in my luggage. That’s something I never forget.

      Dragging my suitcase behind me, I turn left at a fork in the path. The path to the right leads to the Alpine Lodge. My family owns the lodge and my oldest sister, Arabella, runs it as the official manager. But it’s a family business and everyone chips in when they’re around. I’ll be given some task or another, too, while I’m here. I don’t mind. It’s expected. We all grew up working at the lodge.

      I’m especially looking forward to seeing my brother Jackson. Jackson, like me, is a private pilot.

      And Jackson, like me, works for Skye Travels. I work in Denver, though, and he works in the Houston office.

      I still have hope that we’ll someday at least work in the same city, but that would probably require me to move to Houston.

      The Skye Travels home office is based in Houston where it was started by Noah Worthington and that’s where most of the company’s airplanes are housed.

      Noah founded Skye Travels with just one little Cessna airplane and a whole lot of legendary customer service.

      Now he owns and operates the largest private airline company in the country. Like Alpine Lodge, Skye Travels is family owned and operated. So much so that all things being equal, he’ll hire his family first. To his credit, even though he boldly embraces nepotism, he makes sure that anyone he hires, especially his family, even more so, is the most qualified person for the job.

      My brother and I were lucky to get hired on with Skye Travels. The competition is steep.

      A little chipmunk runs up in front of me, stands on his hind legs, then realizing I’m not going to feed him, takes off just as fast.

      The chipmunks always make me smile.

      I follow the path to the back door of the house and walk in through the unlocked door.

      I roll my eyes. This would never happen on purpose in Denver. After living away from Alpine Falls, first for college, then for work, I don’t think I can ever go back to feeling comfortable leaving my door unlocked.

      Too much can happen.

      And the lodge is just a quick walk away. More people means more opportunities to have someone wander in.

      I automatically take off my coat and hang it on one of pegs near the back door before going into the kitchen.

      Tabitha, sitting at the breakfast table, looks up. Tabitha is my oldest brother’s wife. Moose, her big solid white husky stands up and wags his tail.

      “Andrea,” she says with a glance at her watch. “You’re early.”

      Tabitha has Christmas wrapping paper, ribbons, and boxes spread all over the table.

      “A little,” I say, pleased that someone at least noticed that I was early. I run my hands over Moose’s head and he licks me affectionately.

      “I was planning on walking down to meet you at the airport.”

      Tabitha, bless her heart, was still calling the runway an airport.

      “It’s okay.”

      She stands up and puts both hands on her very huge, very pregnant stomach and stretches her back.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask. She can’t possibly be feeling like walking anywhere.

      “I feel good,” she says, smiling. “I’m big as a house, huh?”

      She must have seen my shocked expression. I force myself to smile back.

      “A little bigger than the last time I saw you.” I glance around. “Where is everybody else?” Surely she didn’t need to be here alone.

      “Here and there. Your mother is upstairs getting the guest room ready.”

      “Guest room?” Most guests took rooms over at the lodge. That’s what it was for after all. Only special friends of the family stayed in one of our guest rooms here at our house.

      “Jackson’s bringing a friend home for the week.”

      “Oh.” I’d been looking forward to catching up with Jackson, but if he was bringing a girlfriend, then I could forget spending any quality time with him.

      I obviously hadn’t brought a boyfriend. It had been about six months since I’d even gone out with anyone and from the looks of what was available out there in the dating world, I was better off by far being single.

      “Can I get you anything before I take my things upstairs?”

      Tabitha bites her lip. “I was going to ask if I could get you anything.”

      I’ve always liked Tabitha. She has a huge heart and a generous spirit.

      “Let me get settled in and I’ll come back down for some hot tea. You can drink tea, right?”

      Tabitha grins. “Sure can. I’ll get everything ready.”

      Knowing I’m fighting a losing battle on keeping her from doing anything for me, I agree and head upstairs to my room.

      The big house rambles. That’s the best way to describe it. I walk through the foyer, past the old grandfather clock that punctuates the minutes and head upstairs.

      The house started out as what most people would call a normal house. But now, even though it has eight bedrooms and nine bathrooms on three different floors, there is never any crowded feeling. Not even when we’re all here together.

      Technically, it isn’t just a house. It’s what most people called a mansion. I personally call it a manor, even though everyone tends to think that title a bit too European.

      The nearby lodge, Alpine Lodge, had actually been built before the house. The lodge has been in the family since my great-great grandparents claimed the land and proceeded to grow their family of twelve children.

      After their children (nine daughters) left home, they had begun renting out the many vacant rooms. That was how the lodge was born.

      Their son, my great grandfather had married and together he and his wife had built the house that my family now lives in. They, too, had a large family and although they had started off with a normal sized house, each generation built on more rooms over the years. Each generation, it seemed, added one touch or another to the house. The effect was a large rambling house with plenty of room for extended family.

      Even when I had lived here with two married brothers and one married sister, we all never stepped on each other’s toes. It was only after people visited our house that they understood how adult children could live with their parents and it not be weird.

      Our parents had their own two-story suite of rooms and their own entrance to the outside.

      The house was that big and rambling.

      The kitchen was one part of the house that we all shared. The kitchen, breakfast room, and the dining room.

      My room, on the second floor, still carries a vibe from my teenage years. I took down all the rock star posters before I left home, but my trophies and books still fill a bookcase along one wall.

      I open up my suitcase and quickly hang my clothes in the closet. As a pilot, I learned to travel with all my clothes on hangers. Saves countless time and energy.

      I change out of my pilot’s uniform into a pair of jeans and a gray Alpine Falls sweatshirt.

      After washing my face and giving my hair a quick brushing, I pull it back in a messy ponytail. Good enough.

      After Jackson gets here, I’ll probably go over to the lodge. Check out the Christmas decorations. My sister, Arabella will doubtlessly put me to work, but I’ll take the book I’m reading with me just in case I have time to relax in front of the big stone fireplace.

      Leaving my room, I see my mother coming from the guest room down the hall.

      “There’s my favorite daughter,” she says, pulling me into a big hug.

      Of course I know I’m not her favorite daughter. She tells all of us that. Besides, we all know that Christopher, the oldest, is her favorite child.

      It became especially obvious when she talked Daddy into building a helipad near the runway in order to lure him back to Alpine Falls. How could we not notice?

      “I heard Jackson is bringing a friend home,” I say as we walk side by side toward the stairs. “Have we met her before?”

      “I didn’t even ask,” Mama says. “He just asked if the guest room was available.” She glances over at me with a sideways glance. “I should have asked you if you were bringing anyone.”

      “I would have told you,” I say, biting back a sigh. “but no. Not this year.”

      “You know,” she says, locking an arm with mine. “You’re not getting any younger.”

      “Momma.” I roll my eyes. “You’ve got Tabitha just about ready to pop. You shouldn’t be worried about me getting married.”

      “Just because you’re the youngest doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be thinking about getting married and settling down.”

      I take a deep breath. “I will take that opinion under advisement,” I say. “But it’s not like it was when you were growing up. People, especially career people, wait until they’re in their thirties to get married.”

      Now Momma rolls her eyes.

      “You have no idea how quickly time flies. Just don’t wait too long.”

      “Yes. Momma.”

      “You and Jackson might as well be twins.”

      “You’re so very lucky to have two of us.”

      As we walk down the stairs, I wonder what’s come over my mother. She hardly ever gives me a hard time about settling down.

      Probably something in the air.

      Maybe it has something to do with it being Christmas.

      Christmas puts everyone in a different kind of mood.

      As for me, I had no intention of settling down anytime soon and I had every intent of spending this Christmas without the complications of a boyfriend.
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        Daniel Worthington

      

      

      

      It’s my first time to the little town of Alpine Falls.

      “Prepare for landing,” Jackson Flynn says into the headset.

      Habit. It’s just habit. We’re the only two in the airplane. Jackson is in the pilot’s seat and I’m in the copilot’s seat.

      I look out the window at the little town unfolding below. It’s more like a community, really, than a town. Born and raised in Houston, I’m a big city guy. Nonetheless, I’ve flown into my share of small towns.

      Jackson takes the plane down toward the runway.

      The familiar sound of the wheels going down. The flaps down. The chatter from the nearby Glenwood Springs airport.

      Jackson and I both work as pilots for Skye Travels. Hired at the same time, we’d bonded during orientation three years ago.

      “Are you sure your family won’t mind me intruding on their Christmas?”

      “I promise it’s not an intrusion. We’re a big family. I doubt they’ll even notice you’re here.”

      “I’m going to take that in the best possible way,” I say.

      “As you should.”

      My parents had decided to jet off to Switzerland for Christmas this year to celebrate their recent retirement. They were calling it a second honeymoon. I think that was their way of not inviting me.

      As such I hadn’t made any plans for Christmas. It wasn’t a big deal if I ended up spending it alone. I wasn’t a scrooge, but being an only child, I was used to quiet holidays.

      Jackson, however, wouldn’t have it. He insisted on me joining his family in Alpine Falls.
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