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Chapter One

 

Jolain Thomas stood at the foot of her father's open grave and watched the line of people file past, tossing a carnation or handful of rocky Idaho soil on the coffin below.

Her father had died in Boise, so she'd bury him here. One place was as good as another. The year and a half she'd spent at the University of Idaho was the longest she'd stayed anywhere. Her father had been an independent computer contractor, and she'd spent her life moving with him from one extended-stay hotel to the next.

Now he was gone. Torn from life by a heart attack.

The mourners were few—men and women in stark business attire—there because Frank Thomas died while working for them. She was the only family. All it had ever been was her and her father. She'd never known her mother. Her father had grown up in foster care, shuffled from house to house.

Perhaps it was loneliness that drove him to the grave. But he had insisted she attend college.

The autumn wind chilled the tears on her face and rustled through the flowers set up on the other side of the open earth—a wreath of red and white roses adorned with a black ribbon. Their sweet scent made her stomach churn.

Her soul felt as vast and empty as the Idaho skyline. She was alone in the endless mountains and farms, dead grass and sagebrush that surrounded the city.

She'd already cleaned out her father's things from the hotel he'd been staying at. They fit comfortably in a single set of travel luggage that she'd hefted into the trunk of her father's teal Ford Escort.

The priest patted her arm and followed the others away between the old-fashioned engraved headstones. No flat metal markers here to make the mowing easier, but the grass was lush and green.

She stayed by the gravesite while the workers filled it in and replaced the sod that had been cut and removed to dig the hole. The late afternoon sun fought with the chilly wind to warm her face.

"What now, dad?" she said when she was alone. She knelt and ran her and through the grass that hid him from her. It was damp, and smelled of mildew.

Jo, the wind sighed through her hair.

She shook her head, denying she'd heard anything. The cemetery was deserted now.

Go home, Jo. The wind lilted past, speaking so softly only her heart could hear it.

"Home?" she muttered. "I have no home."

As if in answer, a dizziness took her. The headstone reflected the bright sunlight into her eyes. She blinked and looked down at the grass. The impression the light had left on her vision cast the partial outline of a white horse on the green gravesite. The horse leaped across the grass, its tail flying out behind it.

She jerked to her feet and rubbed her eyes until her vision cleared. But the image of the white horse had impressed itself on her mind. When she closed her eyes, she saw it as clearly as she had a moment before.
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Highway 55 made its way North through the rigid pines of Boise National forest. Jo was glad the season hadn't resigned itself to winter yet. The canyon road would be treacherous once snow fell. She'd thought the drive a wonder of scenic beauty when she'd first traveled this road to the University. Her father had been driving, and she'd stared out the window at the rugged green landscape while he talked about his latest job.

It wasn't until he left her settled in at Steel House and drove away that she'd started to miss him.

The road to Moscow seemed long and ominous now. White lines flashed past in an endless rhythm. The last of daylight faded, and her eyes grew as heavy as her heart.

She rolled down the window to let the slap of the wind chill her to wakefulness. The pine smell outside mixed with the aroma of the tree air freshener dangling from the lighter.

Tears blurred her vision, making the headlights from the oncoming trucks even brighter. The lines on the road sprang into the shape of a white horse and passed in front of her.

She slammed on the breaks, skidded out of control, and came to a stop facing backwards, half off the shoulder. Inches away, the metal reflector pole congratulated her for missing it. The tall red flag, already tied to the top of it in anticipation of coming snow, flapped in the wind.

"Must have been a deer," she muttered as she pushed open the door and stepped out of the car. She was shaking and wished she'd stayed overnight at a hotel in Boise. Too late now.

A walk around the vehicle showed no damage. Relieved, she sat on the hood and watched the headlights of other cars make their way toward her. The wind slammed into her as they whizzed past.

She had to get a hold of herself. Make some plans. Her tuition and housing were paid through the end of the term. After that? Well she'd already gone through the folder of important documents her father always kept in his briefcase. There was some insurance money, Five hundred thousand dollars if the paper was correct. Enough to get her through school.

She pressed her hands against the warm car hood.

"Hey, you alright?" A man called to her from the window of a pickup. He pulled his truck up in front of her car.

Jo tensed, realizing she was alone on a dark highway. Her father would have scolded her for being careless.

"Fine." She jumped off the hood and rubbed her hands against her slacks.

The man turned off his engine and got out of the truck. She could barely see him in the headlight's glare.

"Got a flat tire? I can help you change it, or you can borrow my cell phone if you want. Don't know if you can get a signal here." He had broad shoulders and was dressed in grubby jeans and a blue-checked flannel shirt.

She backed away from him and went around to the driver's side of her car.

"No," she said. "A deer jumped in front of me, that's all. I managed to miss him."

The man barked a short laugh. "Better off hitting it. If you squish the critter, the insurance'll call it no-fault. If you crash while missing it, it's your fault and your premiums go up."

"Thanks, I'll remember that." She got into her car, closed the door and locked it.

The man gave her a friendly wave and went back to his truck. He probably just wanted to help, but she couldn't be too careful. It was just her now, and her life stretching out in darkness before her like the road back to Moscow.
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It was after ten when she got home. She made her way quietly into the room she shared with her roommate, Tammy, but her stealth was unnecessary. Tammy sat at her desk stacked with textbooks, tapping away at her computer.

"How'd it go?" Tammy said without turning away from the screen.

"My dad's dead. How do you think it went? Pretty much like every other funeral." Jo grabbed her towel and the washroom bucket that carried her shampoo and other necessities and retreated to the showers.

A little part of her said that Tammy was only trying to be nice, but she didn't want niceness. It would only make her cry, and she didn't want to do that in front of anyone.

The shower was a fine place to cry. With the warm water caressing her back and the smell of grapefruit shampoo in her hair, she resolved that whatever she did with her life, she would make her father proud. Just thinking that made her chest tighten, and the resolve washed away with the soap.

Her father wanted her to be a C.E.O. of some big company and make lots of money. He'd sent her here to study business, and she'd gone, not because she wanted to, but because it would please him, and he wouldn't pay for her to do what she really wanted.

She braved the chill outside the shower, scrubbed down with the towel and pulled on her flannel pajamas. She was still crying. That would never do. The battle raged inside her between her love for her father and desire to please herself.

The mirror reflected her puffy eyes and face twisted with grief. Even her stringy brown hair seemed to give away her sorrow. She buried her face in the towel and took control. A control she'd mastered even as a young child when she'd left behind new friends to move again and again.

"Hey, Jo, I'm sorry." Tammy met her at the door and put an arm around her shoulders. Jo shrugged it off, set the bucket below her pin-board that was covered with pictures of airplanes, and climbed to the top of their bunk-bed.

Tammy put her hands on her hips and stared up at her. "You gotta let someone be your friend, Jo."

"What's the use? Tomorrow you could be gone, or I could be gone. No one cares anymore once you move away." She was proud that she kept her voice from shaking.

"That's not true. I met my best friend back in elementary school. She doesn't mind that I'm here and she went to Washington State, of all places. We still talk online and do things together during the summer."

"Good for you." Jo's voice did crack that time, and she retreated under the covers and rolled her back to Tammy.

Tammy gave up and went back to her homework.

 

[image: ]

 

"Hey, Jo, wake up. You're going to be late to class." That was Nina, a business major, one of the other residents of Steel House.

Nina slapped Jo's bunk.

Jo grabbed the blankets and drew them tighter around herself before Nina could pull them off.

"I've already missed a week. One more day won't make a difference."

"It might," Nina said. "Not a good idea to get too far behind." She gave a tug at the blankets then went to the door. "See you in class."

Jo waited until she was gone, then swung down from the bunk bed and got dressed. Her hair was a hopeless tangle from sleeping on it wet. She should have taken the time to blow it dry. She reached for the washroom bucket and stopped with her eyes on the F-14 Tomcat pinned in the center of the board. It was a beautiful machine, sleek gray steel that sliced through the sky and danced in the sunlight.

Her father wouldn't pay for flight school. He'd even refused to co-sign on a loan so she could pay for it herself. It was a waste of money, and worse, a waste of her life.

She smoothed the edges of the picture that had started to curl with age. There were other pictures of planes tacked up to the board, but this was the oldest. She'd got it at an airshow in Phoenix when she was twelve. She could still smell the tarmac and hear the roar of the Tomcats as they flew low over the crowd.

That day she was hooked. She couldn't carry much with her when she and her father moved, but this picture had always come along.

Five hundred thousand dollars from his insurance policy? She was studying business and could do the math. It wasn't enough to keep her the rest of her life. She had to use it to get a degree and a job that would provide for her. She couldn't squander it. But . . .

She untacked the picture from the board and slipped it in her backpack along with the textbooks. The Air Force ROTC wasn't an option; she was too short. She'd never fly a Tomcat, but there were other planes.

She rushed across campus and slipped into the back of economics 201 just as the professor started speaking. Professor Harding was a thin man with a voice that sounded like he should be a football coach. He always wore khaki pants no matter what shirt he had on.

Nina sat up-front, as usual. She wore a mauve sweater with her hair fashionably spiked in perfect formation. Jo ran her hand through her own hair, aware that she hadn't taken the time to rewet and style it. She was always running to keep up with Nina, and never quite making it.

Overhead, the fluorescent light buzzed and blinked as Professor Harding droned on about consumption. Jo reached into her bag and grabbed the first notebook her hand touched. She flipped to an empty page and took notes: disposable income times marginal propensity to consume plus autonomous consumption equals total consumption.

Outside cirrus clouds skidded across a crisp fall sky. She closed her eyes and pictured the flash of silver wings, reflecting the morning sunlight. The stuffy classroom pressed down on her, an unbreakable net that kept her tied to the ground.

The professor's marker screeched across the whiteboard: autonomous consumption is what a person will spend no matter how much they make. Five-hundred-thousand dollars and an airport less than ten miles away in Pullman, Washington. Was there a flight school there? What kind of planes did they have? Income dependant consumption is what a person will spend depending on what they make.

Jo stuck the back of the pen in her mouth and chewed on the end. Would flight school be income dependant consumption or autonomous consumption?

Her father had forbidden her to fly. She could still see the dismayed look on his face when she'd come home from school and told him about her field trip to the airshow. He ran his fingers through the back of his brown hair and frowned at her.

"Forget about flying, Jo," he'd told her. But her heart had lifted into the sky that day and never come down. She'd lost it somewhere in the blue. A piece of her was missing and could only be found up there.

Her father refused to even set foot on an airliner. They'd traveled from place to place in their paint-chipped Ford Escort.

"Miss Thomas. You have a baffled look on your face. Are you getting this?" Professor Harding's voice boomed across the room.

"No . . . " she stammered. "I don't see the difference. If you don't have any money, you can't spend it even if it is an autonomous expense."

Professor Harding frowned at her.

"And what if, say, you'd rather take flying lessons than eat, would that make flying lessons an autonomous expense or not?"

Nina groaned and shook her head in disbelief.

"Flying lessons are expensive and impractical and have nothing to do with eating. You can write that down as income dependant consumption, Miss Thomas."

Jo scratched a line of scribbles on her notebook and flashed her hand in the air before Professor Harding could go on.

"So is college autonomous or income dependant, because I don't see the difference between getting a degree and flight lessons if someone wants to be a pilot for a living?"

The guy in the chair next to her muttered to himself and flipped through the pages of his textbook.

"This is not a philosophy class, Miss Thomas. We're looking at macro economics here. Let's move on, shall we?" He rubbed his hands on his khakis and went back to the board. Jo wondered for the hundredth time how such an intimidating voice fit into such a scrawny body.
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"Honestly, Jo," Nina said as they left the building. I can't believe you were talking about flying during economics. "Besides, you said your dad wouldn't let you fly."

"Well, he's dead now isn't he?"

"I'm sorry." Nina touched her arm. She did look sorry, standing there with the morning sun shining off her flawless face.

Jo dropped her gaze to the ground and shifted her backpack.

"Look, I gotta go to my next class. See a later." Nina walked away, and Jo headed back toward Steel House, giving up on the rest of her classes for the day.

She walked through the array of pine trees by the administration building. Their spiky scent reminded her of last Christmas. She'd spent it in Boise with her father. He was only forty-five, but there were already gray streaks in his hair. It was good to get back together with him. They were a team, and always had been. Wherever they went it was home, because they had each other.

He'd set up a two-foot Fraser fir on the table in his kitchenette. It was trimmed with gold tinsel and topped with the faded star that they'd carried with them year after year. He loved that star, and would stare at it and go off somewhere in his mind. Jo liked to believe he was thinking of her mother, but whenever she asked, he always gave the same answer. "Your mother's gone, Jo. There's nothing we can do. At least we have each other."

Jo broke a sprig off the Fraser fir as she passed. She rubbed its short spiky needles between her fingers.

The wind rustled through the pines, calling her name. Go home, Jo, it murmured.

"I can't," she said.

The image of the white horse, flashed through her mind.

She gritted her teeth and hurried back to Steel House. It didn't take her long to empty her textbooks from the backpack and replace them with some bottled water and granola bars. Nothing soothed her nerves better than a long bike ride. The sturdy red mountain bike could go over just about anything and had served her well during her time at the university.

The blue sky stretched above her as she sped away from the school. She wasn't paying attention where she was heading, but when she came to the bike trail between Moscow and Pullman, she knew that's where she'd meant to go.


Chapter Two

 

The bike trail ran parallel to the highway 270. Sun-drenched trees lined the side, making for a pleasant ride, but her thoughts raced round and round, spinning like the bicycle tires. She'd never been out to the Pullman/Moscow Regional Airport before, but she knew it was there. One of the first things she did wherever she went was get online and look up what the closest airports were.

It was only a small rebellion, like collecting pictures of different airplanes. Even the pictures upset her father, though, so she'd kept them hidden away when she'd lived with him and only surfed for airports and airshows when he wasn't around.

The morning stillness was broken only by a few cars making their way between Moscow and Pullman and a train that lugged its long body over the tracks along the road. Jo peddled harder, racing with it, the crunch of her tires blending with the clack of the wheels on the tracks.

After a few minutes, she fell behind and let the train go. Sweat made her t-shirt stick to her back. She came to a sign that said Airport Road, marking a road that broke off the highway to the northeast. She glanced to the sky, something she always did when she saw a sign that said airport.

A white plane hummed by high overhead. Three specks broke away from it and fell. She watched them until they blossomed into red and orange parachutes. Excitement welled up inside
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