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      The red and white Cessna Skyhawk climbed into the western sun. The city of Laramie lay in miniature beneath them as the small plane reached higher altitudes on its journey home.

      Suddenly the right wing dipped sharply; the single engine hammered an erratic noise. The pilot adjusted levers and throttles, pulling desperately on the controls.

      “Nothing’s responding! The flaps won’t retract; I can’t get her to straighten up!”

      “Brian, do something!” Sarah screeched in a panic, gripping the arms of the passenger seat, as the plane continued to descend precariously.

      “I don’t understand it. Everything was perfect when I did my pre-flight. Unless ....”

      Realizing they were doomed in a futile struggle, Brian grabbed for his wife’s hand.

      “I love you so much. God, I’m sorry I got you involved in this. Please forgive me!”

      The jagged peaks of the Big Horn Mountains loomed directly ahead of them.
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      A battered Ford pickup truck bounced and rattled on the gravel cemetery road. The driver paid no heed to the bone jarring bumps and ruts as the truck slowly braked to a halt. Dust swirled behind the truck, marking its passing. The dry powder settled onto the parched earth, coating everything in its path with a thin film of Wyoming dirt.

      The door creaked and protested as the driver climbed down.  Standing by the old blue truck with its faded white lettering on the doors that once proudly proclaimed the Circle-D; Andy took a minute to brush some of the grime off blue jeans and shirt. The soft felt Stetson sat low on Andy’s forehead, shading eyes from the searing summer sun; eyes that scanned the horizon and searched in vain for any sign of rain clouds that would end this horrible drought.

      Grave markers were lined up in crooked rows; tall and short, old headstones with weathered engravings or new smooth granite.  The new stones looked out of place, too bright and too fresh, among the other century old sentinels.  Grass grew high and obscured some of the lower markers; the caretaker long gone and residing now among his old comrades. Only the occasional visit of some family member showed evidence of any recent pruning.  A lonely tin vase holding wilted meadow flowers stood in front of a wide, rectangular piece of marble.

      Andy squatted and pulled the dead wildflowers from the container and tossed them onto the ground. Filling the vase with some water from a canteen kept in the truck, Andy lovingly arranged some fresh daisies and sprigs of sage. Memories and emotions came rushing forward as Andy pressed a tear-streaked cheek against the smooth marble and hands caressed the deep lettering.

      The engraved stone linked the names for all eternity just as their mortal lives had been linked. Sarah Cummings Dunlap, born Feb. 1, 1949, and Brian James Dunlap, born Aug. 5, 1947, died July 21, 1997. Andy stood and stared sightless at the tombstone, visions of two vibrant people laughing and talking swam before her; memories of another time, happier and carefree, if she could just grasp… her hand outstretched to the ghostly images.

      Noise from another vehicle coming up the cemetery road shattered the illusion, intruding on her solitude. Andy hastily turned her back to the road and quickly wiped away the traces of her mourning.

      She did not move as she heard the slam of the truck door and the sound of feet crunching on the gravel path. The footsteps stopped behind her as the man’s long shadow spread across the ground, mingling with her own.

      “Your Grandfather said I’d find you here. How are you?”

      Andy turned slowly and took off her Stetson, wiping the beaded sweat from her forehead with her shirtsleeve. Long dark brunette hair tumbled to her shoulders, released from the crown of her hat where she had gathered it up. She bent her head slightly, letting the mass fall forward, so she could again tuck it into the cowboy hat and keep the weight of it off her neck in the summer heat. Her ivory complexion was flushed from the heat, cheeks stained a pale pink. Dove gray eyes that turned to him now were still glistening with recently shed tears.

      Deputy Hartman watched the petite girl that he had known since childhood and admired the feminine woman she had grown into, possessing an artless beauty that was hers even while dressed in a cowhand’s work clothes. Her fragile looks were in sharp contrast to the steel grit that she really possessed. He waited as Andrea gathered her composure and cloaked herself in that reserved manner and defiant streak of independence like a suit of armor. Her eyes darted to his, challenging him with a look, waiting for his criticism – none came.

      “I’m fine Jason, how ‘bout you?”

      “Can’t complain, I guess. I’ve been busy with the election coming up, running for county sheriff, you know. Gonna vote for me?” Jason grinned broadly and shifted his weight slightly on his feet, rocking from side to side and snatched off his own Stetson; his sandy blonde hair shone in the late morning sun.

      Holding his hat, nervously rolling the brim between his fingertips, Jason changed the subject to the real reason he had come looking for her, “Look Andy, is there some place we can go to talk? How about we go get a cool drink? Maybelle’s got some homemade lemonade on ice down at the diner.”

      Talking was the last thing Andy felt like doing and her exasperated sigh signaled that to Jason loud and clear, but a glass of cool lemonade did sound good, and her throat still felt constricted and raw from emotions held in check.

      “All right, I’ll meet you at the diner in a few minutes, but I’m not promising I can stay long. I’ve got to get back to the ranch.”

      Jason smiled a broad grin that lit up his face and made the corners of his blue eyes crinkle. The tiny crow’s feet crinkling the corners of his eyes were evidence that smiling was something that J.C. Hartman did frequently. He was as easy going and open an individual, as Andy was cautious and withdrawn. They seemed to be such opposites, yet like magnets, Jason felt the pull of attraction.

      The two walked slowly back to their trucks. Andy tossed the canteen onto the torn vinyl bench seat and climbed behind the wheel. The manual transmission groaned as she pushed in the clutch and rammed the gearshift lever into first gear. Shaking her head disgustingly, she made a mental note to have one of the guys service the transmission and check the lubrication. “Isn’t there anything that isn’t on its last leg?” Andy voiced her worries out loud.

      Jason’s shiny four-wheel drive Explorer purred quietly as he followed the other truck onto the road leading into town. The old cemetery had been placed on a hillside on the outskirts of Deer Springs when it had been a thriving boomtown in the late 1800’s.  Over the past hundred years the town had shriveled in size and prominence as neighboring cities in the state grew in importance. Now the outskirt was a good five miles away.

      Glancing in the rear-view mirror, Andrea Dunlap looked at the man following her, “What am I going to do with you, Jason Hartman? I tell you to leave me alone and you still come back for more. If I didn’t like you so much ... well, better not go down that road. Why does life have to be so confusing?” She reached over and switched on the radio, the only thing that still worked well in the old truck. Andy turned up the volume, allowing the mellow country singer’s voice to fill the cab, leaving no room for painful thoughts.

      Andrea parked in the asphalt-paved lot behind The Eatery, one of the few places in town where a person could get a simple meal for a decent price.  Jason pulled in a few seconds behind Andy and parked his truck in the adjacent space, then hurried to catch up to her as she began walking around the corner to the front entrance of the diner.  His long legs quickly carried him to her side, and he reached for the screen door to hold it open as Andy entered the restaurant. A few people glanced their way, then disinterested, resumed eating or talking. A couple men nodded a greeting as they recognized J.C. or Andy.

      Maybelle Parker was busy pouring coffee for two men seated at the counter while her daughter Clarisse flipped burgers on the sizzling hot griddle. Both women looked up as Andy and Jason walked down the single aisle toward an empty booth near the back. A trio of paddle fans hung from the ceiling, gyrating slowly, circulating the hot air through the narrow confines of the former railroad car turned restaurant. Jason slid into the red vinyl upholstered booth and removed his hat, then laid it on the seat next to him. Andy took her seat slowly, the heat and the strain showing in her movements, if not her words. She tilted her hat back further on her head and reached for a paper napkin to wipe her brow. Andy glanced around the room with its faded black and white checkered flooring and cigarette smoke yellowed walls.

      “Howdy J.C., what can I get you?”  Maybelle asked as she ambled to their table, wiping her wet hands on the front of her red gingham apron. She pulled the pencil from behind her ear and waited with her order pad in hand as she looked from Jason to Andy. “Real sorry to hear about your folks, Andy. They were good people.”

      “Thank you; I appreciate your kind words,” Andrea replied without looking up into the good-hearted face of the older woman.

      She had known Maybelle all her life and knew the woman’s expression of sympathy was sincere, not just polite. Maybelle was a surrogate mother to most of the kids in Deer Springs; her home or diner was always open to anyone. She was a large woman, earthy, with an ample bosom and a shoulder wide enough to cry on. And many a body took advantage of her kindness and did just that. She probably had heard most of the woes and tall tales of the entire town.

      “How about bringing us two tall glasses of that good lemonade you have with lots of ice? Are you hungry, Andy? Want something to eat?”  Jason turned to his companion.

      Andy shook her head “no” and sat quietly staring out the window, her eyes focused on the mountains in the distance. Jason watched her for a few minutes as Maybelle returned to their table and set down two frosty glasses. He took a healthy gulp to quench his thirst while Andrea sipped hers more slowly.

      Jason turned in his seat slightly to see if there were any listeners sitting close by before he quietly spoke. Watching Andy’s face and trying to read her expression, he began, “What are your plans, now that your parents are gone?”

      Dragging her gaze from the window, Andy forced her attention on Jason. “Gramps and I will live at the ranch like always. Why? Things will be a little more difficult, naturally, but we’ll manage.”

      “There’s been some talk, rumors around town,” Jason spoke softly and hesitantly, “Word is that the Circle-D is in trouble financially. That true?”

      “Maybe, but when isn’t a cattle ranch experiencing some cash flow problems? Who’s spreading that kind of talk anyway? What business is it to anyone but us?” Andy gave her full attention to the conversation now, her anger coloring her cheeks more than the afternoon heat. She swallowed more of the tart lemonade then pushed the glass to the center of the table, meaning to rise and leave.

      Jason reached for her hand and checked her action, hating himself for bringing up the subject, “Please stay. I’m sorry Andy; I didn’t mean to imply anything was wrong. I just wanted you to know that if you need any help, I’m here for you. You can count on me. Okay?”  He squeezed her hand lightly, reluctant to let go, and waited for her answer.

      Andy leaned back in her seat again and studied the face of the man sitting opposite from her. He was a good man, and she shouldn’t take out her hurt and anger on him. Not wanting to make a scene, she forced a smile, tried to relax and quickly glanced around at the other customers.

      Silver eyes looked deep into his cobalt blue ones as she leaned forward and returned the pressure in his hand.

      “I know you are Jason. Believe me when I tell you that it means a lot to me too. Thanks. Now I really have to be going. Stop by the house some time.”

      She strode to the door, waved good-bye to Maybelle and Clarisse, and let the aluminum screen slam behind her. Jason finished his drink and paid at the counter as he saw Andy’s pickup turn the corner and head west toward home.

      “That man is wearing his heart on his sleeve for that gal and she just doesn’t seem to notice,” Maybelle told her daughter as she shook her head in pity after Jason left.

      “Can’t understand how any girl could pass up J.C.; wish he’d look in my direction. He wouldn’t doubt my attention.  I’d just like the chance, one night, that’s all I’d ask,” Clarisse sighed dreamily as she watched the good-looking deputy drive past on his way to the sheriff’s office.

      “Huh, you and every other gal in town. I reckon your husband, Bart, might have something to say about that. You just keep your attentions home like a good wife oughta and leave chasing J.C. Hartman to the single girls. One of these days Andrea Dunlap will wake up and see what a good man he is and that he’d make her a fine partner. Mark my words.”

      “Oh Ma, a gal can dream can’t she? No harm done,” Clarisse whined as she wiped the counter and stacked some dirty coffee mugs in the sink.
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      Samuel Dunlap unsaddled his horse in the corral and threw the leather saddle and gear across the top split rail as Andy pulled into the barnyard. Shading his eyes from the glaring sun, the elderly man strode across the dusty yard with a gait that a younger man would be hard pressed to match. Denim Levi’s and work shirt molded his lean frame, and a red bandanna was tied around his neck, just touching the fringes of silver hair that extended from beneath the black cowboy hat.

      Andy watched her grandfather with a pride that swelled her heart as he walked toward her. Meeting him halfway across the yard, they turned and headed toward the rustic log ranch house.  No words were needed as Andy met her grandfather’s inquiring look and his eyes read the pain and sorrow reflected on the young woman’s face.

      The screen door swung shut behind them as Andy’s feet dragged across the wide plank flooring and she flopped onto the softly cushioned sofa. Automatically propping her booted feet on the edge of the split barrel coffee table, Andy leaned her head back and rubbed her closed eyes. Grief threatened to overwhelm her and she didn’t dare give in to it.  Not now, when there were so many things that needed doing. She couldn’t afford herself the luxury.

      Pulling herself upright, she idly studied the only home she had ever known.   The old sofa with its warm earth tones was showing patches of wear on the arms, but the plump pillows covered in shades of turquoise and coral were still inviting. A brown leather chair that had been her father’s favorite now sat empty; the leather supple and stretched in places from many hours occupied with late night reading. Some flowers and window curtains with their ruffled edges were feminine touches her mother had tried to add to the room. The massive stone fireplace filled one side of the room, providing heat and cheer on cold Wyoming winters.  Andy looked at the smiling face staring down at her from one of the framed photographs perched atop the oaken mantle. Her mother was holding a bouquet of wildflowers and smiling lovingly at her husband by her side; the sun’s rays glinting on her dark hair created a halo effect as the picture had been snapped.  God, how she missed her!

      Andy abruptly jumped to her feet and walked briskly into the kitchen.  Her thoughts and emotions were threatening to drown her in the very self-pity that she was trying to avoid. “Better to keep busy and keep her mind off her sorrow,” Andy decided. She opened and closed cupboard doors with a bang as she grabbed dishes and rummaged through canned goods. Setting the table quickly, she turned back to the kitchen sink then looked up guiltily at her grandfather standing quietly in the doorway with arms folded across his chest.

      “I’m sorry Gramps. Guess I’ve been a little noisy in here.”

      “I understand. I miss them both too, Andy.”

      Throwing herself into his strong arms, Andy gave in to the tears that she had been holding at bay.  Callused hands gently stroked her hair and patted her lightly on the back, offering her comfort and shared grief.

      “It hurts Gramps.  I never even got to say good-bye.  I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have you; you’re all the family I have left.”

      “What we need is time - time to soften the hurt and heal the wounds.  Nothing will ever fill the loss, but we’ll survive and carry on because we have to, that’s all anyone can do.”

      Straightening her shoulders and brushing back long hair, Andy wiped her wet eyes and reached deep within to that core of steel found in the center of all the Dunlaps.  She looked up at her grandfather and saw his own pain mirrored in his eyes.  Touching his whisker-stubbled cheek fondly, she asked softly, “How about some lunch? I made some tuna fish sandwiches and poured a couple of glasses of cold iced tea.”

      “That sounds like a good idea.  Did you see J. C. in town?  He called earlier.”

      “Yeah, he tracked me down.”  She hesitated a moment before broaching another worry. “Gramps, I’ve been thinking about moving the cattle up into the north pasture where there’s more tall grass and water. What do you think? If this drought keeps up much longer we won’t be able to keep feeding and watering the herd; the grasses are already beginning to burn off.”

      Chewing his sandwich thoughtfully, Sam stared out the kitchen window at the cloudless sky and the waves of heat rising from the parched ground.  “I think we may have to sell off some head, maybe a couple hundred or so, better to get a good price for them while they’re still fat.  This heat and lack of feed will thin them down soon enough.  Guess it wouldn’t hurt though to move the herd for a while, until market prices look good.”

      “I’d like to do it. Take the herd up country, I mean.  I need the time alone Gramps and hard work and sore muscles might just be good medicine.”

      “All right Andy. I don’t want you gone on the trail more than two or three weeks though.  That’s plenty of time to move them, set up a line camp and ride back.  I need you here too, gal.”  Gramps squeezed her hand in warm affection.

      “Fine, that’s settled then. Gramps? Are we OKAY, money-wise?  Jason mentioned something to me today that really got my dander up but got me worrying too. He says there’s been talk around town that the Circle-D is in trouble.”

      The elder Dunlap sat back in his seat and studied the concerned expression on his granddaughter’s face. “Your father has been running the business end of the ranch for the past five years; I’ve been busy with breeding stock.  Guess what I’m trying to say, is that I haven’t paid much attention to the finances for some time, but the lawyer went over some stuff with me after the funeral. The ranch has been losing money for a long time now Andy. Brent Logan has made some offers to buy our land. Guess he approached your father a few months ago. I don’t know what Brian’s answer was, but the lawyer had a record of the inquiry. ”

      “Are we in danger of losing the ranch Gramps?” fear tinged Andy’s voice.

      “No.  No, of course not.  But we have to turn things around and this damn weather isn’t helping matters. We can’t afford to buy feed if the pastures dry up; we’ll have to sell the stock. We can keep some to start up a new herd, but most would have to go. I don’t know where else to cut corners and save on our budget.  We already live on a shoestring. Whatever we decide, we’ll do it together, all right?”

      Selling off the herd was a sobering thought and Andy knew her grandfather had been giving that solution a lot of late night floor walking, deep thinking. A cattleman doesn’t like having to liquidate an entire herd; sell some and reduce the size of the herd, sure. But sell out or give up their land?! Andy nodded to her grandfather and rose to start carrying their dishes to the sink when the jarring ring of the living room telephone interrupted her contemplation.

      She stood with a plate still poised in mid-air as she watched her grandfather listen solemnly to the speaker on the other end of the phone.  She strained to hear the other voice coming through the line.

      Samuel Dunlap clenched the telephone receiver in his fist as the cold, bureaucratic voice told him to retrieve his son and daughter-in-law’s personal effects.  His face started to blotch with angry red spots as the impersonal official relayed the final message.  Resisting the urge to slam the receiver down, he hung up and walked quietly back into the kitchen.

      “What is it, Gramps?  Who was that?”

      “Some man from the NTSB says we can come get Brian and Sarah’s things from the wreckage. They’re done with their inspection and don’t need them anymore.”

      Andy blanched and sat down quickly on a kitchen chair, her knees turning to water.  Her mind conjured the sight of twisted metal.  She looked up at her grandfather’s still angry expression.

      “What else? What else did the man say?  Why are you so mad?”

      “It seems the crash has been ruled an accident and the cause listed as pilot error.  You know damn well that my son was a good pilot and careful!  He didn’t make any errors where flying was concerned. Brian would turn over in his grave if he knew those sons of bitches were chalking this up to pilot error!  They’re just too lazy to look for the real answer.”

      Andrea’s own temper flared as her grandfather’s words spilled forth. He was right, she knew, her father always checked and double-checked every airplane he flew. He would’ve been especially careful with her mother on board.  He loved that single engine Cessna and knew every inch of it. The tragic crash that claimed her parents’ lives could not be merely written off as pilot error.

      “I’ll go to Laramie to pick up the things, Gramps.  I’ll leave in the morning and drive down, and you can be certain that I’ll be asking some questions when I get there too!”

      “You don’t need to go Andrea.  I can do it.”

      Andy recognized the level of his agitation by the fact that he called her by her formal name. She tried to think of a plausible excuse for her to go and him to remain behind, suddenly she remembered the transmission problem in the truck and latched onto that.

      “That old pickup truck might not make it as far as Laramie, Gramps.  I was going to tell you about it later, the clutch is slipping I think.  You need to have one of the boys check it out.  I would worry about you driving real far in that old thing.  I’ll call Jason and ask him to take me.”

      His thoughts diverted to this new problem, Sam relented.  “Have any trouble with it today?  Why didn’t you say something before this?  There are plenty of miles left in that truck, you just have to learn to care for it better.  I’ll have Frank crawl under it and look at that clutch plate, probably just needs an adjustment.  Frank is an expert with anything mechanical; man was born with grease and oil in his blood.”

      Muttering under his breath, Sam headed out toward the bunkhouse in search of Frank.  Andy watched him cross the yard with a satisfied smile then walked to the telephone to try and get hold of Jason.  The tattered telephone book in the center desk drawer held the entire listing of the ranch’s frequently used numbers. Skimming the pages, Andy ran her finger down a column until she read the number of the sheriff’s office and dialed quickly. The call was picked up after the second ring and a familiar male voice answered.

      “Platte County Sheriff’s office, Deputy Hartman speaking.”

      “Hi Jason, this is Andy.”  She sensed his surprise and could hear a muffled thud as if he had suddenly sat upright causing his propped feet to hit the floor. Andy would have laughed if she knew how accurate her imagination had been.

      “Well hello!  What can I do for you?  Is this a personal call or is there some trouble I need to rescue you from?”

      “Both actually; I wanted to ask a favor.  Could you drive me into Laramie tomorrow?”

      “Sure, what’s going on in Laramie?” He would relish the break in the monotony and always enjoyed any time spent in the company of Andrea Dunlap.

      “The NTSB called and they’re releasing my parents’ things found in the crash.  I’ve got to go and pick them up. I’d really appreciate it if you could go.”  Andy dreaded the ordeal alone and her desperation unconsciously colored her voice.

      “What time do you want to leave?  I can pick you up around 9 o’clock, gives me time to get the morning chores done at the ranch, if that’s all right,” he offered.

      Her relief was evident as she replied, “Perfect. Nine it is.  Thanks a lot Jason.”

      “See you in the morning then. Bye.”  Jason hung up the receiver slowly, reluctant to let her go. He sat at his desk, staring unseeing out the front window, thinking of the emotion he had heard in her voice. It pleased him immensely that she needed him.
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      Andy returned from the stable where she had spoken with Frank Costello and Bill Shultz, two of the four men who were employed by the Circle-D as wranglers. She informed them that they were going to be moving the herd up country in a few days.  They would start to get the necessary gear ready.  Frank and Bill had each been with the ranch since Andy was knee high and she looked on the men as dear friends, almost surrogate brothers, rather than employees.  She respected their knowledge and skill with the animals and trusted their judgment.

      Jason beeped his horn in greeting as he pulled onto the gravel road leading through the Circle-D fence gates and waved to the two riders, recognizing Sam Dunlap and his foreman Charlie Tucker.  He drove the half-mile distance to the ranch house and parked next to Andy’s blue pickup.  Frank was just starting to jack up the front end of the truck and from the looks of the tool chest sitting nearby, repair work was in order.

      “Howdy Frank, Andy inside?”

      “Yep.  Hear tell you’re runnin’ for sheriff, J.C.  You got my vote.”

      “Thanks Frank, appreciate it.”

      “Are you two going to stand around and jaw all day long or are we going to get moving?  It is a long drive to Laramie, you know,” Andy complained as she kicked up dust with every step she took.  Throwing a withering look at Frank that said he should know better, she turned to Jason.

      “And a fine good morning to you too Miss Andrea!  Get up on the wrong side of the bed?” Jason laughed as he touched the brim of his Stetson in a salute and held the vehicle’s door open for her.

      “Let’s just get going.  This is one trip that I’d rather not be making.”

      “See you later Frank,” called Jason as he climbed into the driver’s seat and turned the ignition key.  The motor came to life and he dropped it into gear, turning back onto the main drive.

      Andy sat quietly looking out the car’s window, watching the perimeter fences of the Circle-D slide past as they started onto the county road. She fidgeted with the crease of her chino slacks, smoothing the fabric under her palms. The pale yellow summer top she wore was cooler and dressier than her usual attire, but she would have preferred her denim work clothes.  Dressing up to go into Laramie did not help her disposition.

      Now she squirmed in her seat, uncomfortable with her own bad behavior, until she finally turned sideways to face Jason.  “I’m sorry I snapped at you back at the ranch.  It’s just this trip that has me on edge.  I never did see the plane after the crash, and now knowing that I have to face it ... well, I’m just not looking forward to it.  Gramps said he would go, but between the two of us, I thought it would be better if I did.  Now I’m not so sure.”

      “I take it you just got the call yesterday from NTSB?  Must have been after I saw you.  We didn’t get any official report at the office since the accident occurred out of my jurisdiction.  What was the outcome, or would you rather not say?”

      “Gramps took the call and it upset him plenty. The official verdict is ‘cause of accident, pilot error’, but I just can’t believe that and neither can Gramps.  You knew my Dad, Jason.  Can you ever remember a time when he wasn’t careful about flying?”

      “Well I can see why you’d both be upset, especially your grandfather. Andy, those people at NTSB are usually pretty thorough. I know you don’t want to hear this, but if that’s what the report says, then you’re going to have to accept it.”

      “Whose side are you on anyway?!   I should’ve known that you would take the government’s word over mine.”  Andy crossed her arms and turned her back to Jason, once more facing the window.  If that’s how he thought, then she had no intention of speaking with him for the balance of the two-hour ride.

      “Now Andy stop being childish!  I never said I was taking any sides. I only said that most of those kinds of reports are pretty accurate. Let’s just wait until we get there and see for ourselves, All right?”

      “Fine!”  She answered him in a huff, still intending to brood.  “Let’s just change the subject.”

      The road stretched ahead of them in a black ribbon of asphalt across the wide plain.  Long prairie grasses bent in the hot Chinook wind blowing across the land, baking everything in its path until the earth was scorched and brown.  Even the Lodgepole River beneath the bridge they were crossing was a mere trickle; the dried riverbed was shallow and rocky instead of the torrent that usually flowed. The summer sun beat down mercilessly on man and animals alike.

      Waves of heat radiated from the prairie surface creating a rippling illusion. Jason watched a pair of buzzards circling overhead in the distance, a sure sign of something dead.  The cool air conditioning blowing across his skin was in direct contrast to the temperatures outside the vehicle prompting Jason to break the silence that had filled the cab.

      “Sure glad we aren’t making this trip on horseback today, aren’t you?  As much as I like a good ride, there are some definite advantages to modern conveniences.”

      “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.  The air conditioning does feel good.  Gramps and I don’t miss it much at the house, but on a day like this, it would come in handy.”

      Andy’s thoughts were wandering elsewhere as she answered Jason, her attention not really on the heat outside or the cool air inside.  She casually studied her friend as he steered the Explorer with one sure hand lightly on the wheel, the same manner in which he would treat a favored steed.  The heat didn’t seem to bother him much; his crisp, tan uniform with its Platte County badge and insignia didn’t even have a single wrinkle.  Sunglasses shaded piercing blue eyes that didn’t miss a thing.

      “How’s the Circle-D making out with this drought?  Pop and I have moved some of our herd to higher ground.  We’ve lost most of the lower pastures and we’re trying not to use the bales of winter feed yet.”  Jason’s voice broke into Andy’s musing, bringing her attention back to the present.

      “Most of our pastures are gone too, dried up.  We were thinking of moving our cattle north in a few days. I just told the boys this morning to start getting the gear ready. I’ll be leaving on Thursday.”

      “What do you mean, you’ll be leaving?  You’re taking the herd up country?”

      “Yes, what’s wrong with that? Don’t you think that I can handle trail bossing my own cattle and men?”

      “Andy, I never meant to imply anything of the kind.  I’m aware you can handle yourself around a ranch.  It’s one of the things I respect and admire about you.  I just worry about you; that’s all.  How come you’re going and not Sam?”

      “I volunteered.  I told Gramps that I needed the time away.  You understand, don’t you? Sometimes there’s no place in the world better than the high country. I can’t explain it, but I can draw my strength from those hills. The solitude and majesty of the mountains ...well it’s just something that I feel.  I suppose that sounds like a silly woman talking.” Andrea was suddenly embarrassed to voice her thoughts out loud to him.

      “No, it’s not silly.  I do understand what you mean, something a city slicker wouldn’t comprehend though.”  Jason smiled and nodded. He was relieved that the easy camaraderie was restored between them again.

      The remaining drive to Laramie passed pleasantly as Jason headed for the county airport located on the east side of town.  They followed a perimeter road around the small terminal and entered a cyclone-fenced area where they found several tall hangars and air cargo offices.  Next to one of the freight offices was a metal building that looked like it might have been an old Army Quonset hut with a wooden sign swinging in the wind.  The initials NTSB in faded red letters were barely readable.

      Jason pulled up and stopped next to the group of buildings.  Reaching for his hat, he regarded his passenger.  “You ready?”

      “Yes, let’s get this over with,” Andy replied reluctantly.

      Opening the car door, she slid off the seat, swinging the door shut behind her. Raising her hand to shield her eyes from the glaring sun, Andy stood a moment to take in her surroundings.

      A row of private airplanes, Piper Cubs and Cessna, were parked on the ramp to her left.  Men dressed in coveralls were operating a forklift, raising a pallet of wooden crates then maneuvering them into the cargo hold of a Lockheed C-130.  Metal drums containing oil or aviation fuel were stacked in the shade of one hangar.  Engines roared to life as a plane taxied down one runway, preparing to take off into the western sky. Above all the noise of running engines and men shouting directions was the sound of the hot, dry wind shrieking across the open field. Andrea turned to Jason and pointed to the door of the small administration building; her voice lost in the bedlam. He nodded and started walking toward the entrance.

      The narrow wooden door opened into a stifling room. Two fans perched on floor pedestals at opposite ends of the office were trying in vain to relieve the oven-like interior. A trio of metal file cabinets lined one wall; the President’s picture hung above one, the frame tilted crookedly. An odd assortment of framed certificates decorated the other walls. Papers littered an “in” basket and a mug of stale coffee sat on the corner of a gun metal gray desk.  The sun was heating the metal building until every living thing or soul within it felt suffocated.

      Dan Johnson slouched on a swivel desk chair; his short sleeve white shirt was perspiration stained and his tie hung askance, a shadow of unshaven whiskers played along his jawline.  The weary inspector observed the couple approaching his desk and drew his own conclusions. Johnson noted the man’s deputy uniform but dismissed him as being unimportant. He eyed the petite beauty of the woman by his side, looking her up and down in a thorough manner and enjoying the curves he saw.

      “You must be here for the Dunlap case.  I’m Johnson; I called yesterday.”

      Andrea’s dry throat croaked; she could barely find her voice as she answered his query, “Yes, that’s right. I’m Andrea Dunlap, you spoke with my grandfather.”

      Jason stood quietly at Andy’s side, studying the man before him.  He didn’t like the bored attitude and he definitely didn’t like the way he was scrutinizing Andy.

      “Let’s go outside.  I’ll just get your copy of the report and you can sign off on the personal effects’ inventory.”

      Johnson stood and picked up a clipboard and pen then sifted through some files in the top drawer of one of the cabinets.  His voice was so cold and indifferent that it made Andy inwardly seethe.

      The three left the stifling office and walked into the noon sunshine. Andy and Jason were relieved to be out in the open again, at least the air moved. A pair of workers dressed in dirty coveralls watched them as they followed the aviation agent and entered a hangar located at the end of the row of buildings.  The dark shade inside was almost cool and the elevated ceiling allowed the heat to rise.  It took a minute for Andy’s eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight to the shadowy interior.  When she was able to see, she turned toward a line of tables against one side of the hangar. Resembling a gruesome banquet, broken pieces of airplane parts were arranged along the tabletops, some had tags or labels tied to them identifying the part. Larger sections of the Cessna were assembled in the center of the hangar.

      Andy reached for Jason’s hand for support as she slowly walked over to the wrecked plane that took her parents’ lives.  One wing was intact, bright red call letters GLW994 still unblemished.  The tail section lay torn apart, placed on the floor in the position it would have occupied. The right wing had been reassembled, struts broken, its fragments defining the point of impact.  The once white fuselage now lay in two sections, black charring evidence of the ensuing fire after the crash.

      Andrea gasped as she stared at the wreckage. Waves of revulsion rocked her and she swallowed hard to keep the gorge from rising in her throat.  She couldn’t pry her eyes away from the sight of the small plane’s cockpit; visualizing her father at the controls, her mother sitting confidently by his side.

      Jason felt Andy unconsciously tighten her grip on his hand.  He looked over at the shattered aircraft and back at the woman by his side.  Knowing that the sight was tearing her apart like the broken fragments spread before them, he tried to gently ease her away.

      “Come on Andy, you don’t need to see this.  Let’s go back to Mr. Johnson and get the things he has ready.”

      She started to shake her head no, she couldn’t move.  But Jason kept gently pulling her backwards, insisting. Mr. Johnson was impatiently tapping his pen against the clipboard, and a look of annoyance was settling over him like a cloud.  He handed Andrea an envelope and she glanced inside at some official looking documents. She drew one out and slowly started to read the findings of the board, her gray eyes darkening to the color of storm clouds.

      “This can’t be true!  You people never knew my father.  He wouldn’t have done this.”

      “I’m sure this has been a shock to you, miss, but the findings are accurate. We don’t make mistakes. Now if you will just sign for your family’s things and initial the report on the bottom of the page in triplicate, I can release this.”

      Andrea’s anger was rising in relationship to the temperature outside as she faced the indifferent inspector.

      “I don’t care what your report says, I say it’s wrong!  My father was an excellent pilot and he would never have caused that kind of malfunction.  I don’t care how long it takes, but I am going to prove you are wrong.”

      Thrusting the forms at her again, Dan Johnson lost his bored manner.  “Just sign this and take your things. You think you can come in here and threaten my office because you’re with some hick, small town deputy? You are talking to an agency of the United States government!”  Johnson’s voice got louder with each word as if he needed to emphasize his importance.

      “I’ll be back and you’ll see!” Andrea hastily scribbled her name on the documents and grabbed the small cardboard box containing her father’s belongings.

      Unshed tears were stinging the back of her eyes but she was determined that the horrid man would not see her cry.  She was not going to give him the satisfaction.

      Jason walked her quickly to the waiting Explorer and started the engine, turning on the air conditioner and letting the truck idle.  He was grinding his teeth so hard, he was certain he just lost half of his enamel.

      “I’ll be right back; you stay in the car and let the AC cool you down.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I forgot something, be right back.”

      Jason refrained from slamming the truck door, as he would have liked, no need to abuse his own vehicle.  The anger was building in him like a pressure cooker, and it was about to blow.  He walked back into the hangar where Dan Johnson was still lingering, enjoying the cool interior. The official looked up, startled at the return of the cowboy cop.

      His jaw clenched and his usually smiling eyes now dangerously narrowed, Jason approached the inspector.  He stopped just short of trampling on the man’s toes, forcing that one to take a step backwards.

      Jason spoke in a deceptively quiet voice, “That little lady is a very close friend of mine and she just lost her mama and papa.  I don’t take kindly to her being pushed around and treated badly. It wouldn’t have hurt any if you had been a might kinder.”

      Jason glared at the man’s flushed face and proceeded to make his point as he jabbed his index finger into the man’s chest with each word.  “If Andrea says your report is wrong, then it is wrong.  And this hick, small town deputy is going to do everything in his power to help her prove it. Do I make myself clear?”

      Jason didn’t wait for a response as he strode out of the hangar and joined Andy.  He would have felt better if he had belted the guy, but at least his own temper was beginning to lower in degrees.  He looked out of the truck’s window and noticed the same two ground crew members were inordinately interested in his and Andrea’s actions. Jason’s sixth sense and police training started sending him signals as he made a mental note of the men’s descriptions. They weren’t doing anything wrong; it was just a certain look about them. Instinct was all Jason had to go on, and he was definitely out of his jurisdiction, so he shrugged it off and decided it must be because of the confrontation he just had with Johnson.

    

  

OEBPS/images/crossed-guns.jpg






OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/garnan-logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/endlesscircle_vellum_ebk-cover.jpg
Generational Western Romance Suspense

Nancy M. Wade







