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Big hit evades Sodbusters in loss to Moo. - B1
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TODAY A 20% chance of showers 
and thunderstorms before 1 p.m.

TONIGHT Mostly clear. 
West-northwest wind 5-10 mph.

Details, page A5 Art by Rukydison Aumiller
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SETH BORENSTEIN

AP Science Writer

A
s bad as last 
year’s re-
cord-shattering 
fire season was, 
the western U.S. 

starts this year’s in even 
worse shape.

The soil in the West is re-
cord dry for this time of  year. 
In much of  the region, plants 
that fuel fires are also the dri-
est scientists have seen. The 
vegetation is primed to ignite, 
especially in the Southwest 
where dead juniper trees are 
full of  flammable needles.

“It’s like having gasoline 
out there,” said Brian Stein-
hardt, forest fire zone man-
ager for Prescott and Co-
conino national forests in 
Arizona.

A climate change-fueled 

Grim 

outlook
WESTERN FIRE SEASON 

STARTS MUCH DRIER THAN 

RECORD 2020

BENJAMIN ROE/USDA Forest Service via AP

A branch of a dying juniper tree at the Prescott National 
Forest in Arizona on April 8.

BENJAMIN ROE/USDA Forest Service via AP

This photo shows the different stages of dying juniper trees at the Prescott National Forest 
in Arizona on April 8. The juniper tress are dying from drought and that increases fire risk.

The Associated Press

LINCOLN — A man 
and a woman convicted 
in separate murders 
who fought the state of  
Nebraska for years for 
the right to marry each 
other will never have 
that chance after one of  
them died earlier this 
year.

The death of  40-year-
old Nicole Wetherell in 
February also ended 
the court case she and 
49-year-old Paul Gillpat-
rick had waged since 
2014 before any prec-
edent could be estab-
lished.

Gillpatrick and 
Wetherell got engaged 
in 2011, but officials 
consistently denied 
their request to marry 
because the correc-
tions department was 
unwilling to transport 
either of  them to the 
other’s prison for a wed-

ding ceremony. They 
were also not allowed 
to marry via video con-
ference, because the 
law requires them to be 
physically in the pres-
ence of  witnesses and a 
magistrate or minister.

A U.S. District Judge 
ruled in the couple’s 
favor in 2019, but that 
decision was put on 
hold while the state ap-
pealed.

They had met through 
a mutual friend in the 
1990s, before they were 
imprisoned. Gillpat-
rick, who is in a Lincoln 

Nebraska inmates’ fight to wed 
ends after one of them dies

Gillpatrick Wetherell

GRANT SCHULTE

Associated Press

LINCOLN — Nebraska 
will end a $300-a-week 
unemployment bonus 
that has been going to 
jobless workers during 
the pandemic, Gov. Pete 
Ricketts said Monday 
as he declared a “return 
to normalcy” and re-
scinded the last of  his 
virus-related executive 
orders.

Nebraska joined at 
least 22 other Republi-
can-led states that are 
halting the additional 
unemployment benefits, 
including assistance 
for gig workers and 
the self-employed, who 
don’t normally qualify.

“Now it’s time to re-
turn to normalcy,” 
Ricketts said at what he 
called his last pandem-
ic-related news confer-
ence.

Ricketts said the extra 
benefits will end June 
19. The state is also 

stopping pandemic as-
sistance for people who 
earn money from both 
self-employment and 
wages, and a program 
that extended regular 
benefits once they were 
exhausted.

The different benefits 
are going to a total of  
15,837 recipients and 
were slated to expire in 
September if  Nebraska 
hadn’t withdrawn from 
the federal programs 
early.

Ricketts pointed to Ne-
braska’s status as the 
state with the lowest 
unemployment nation-
ally last month and one 
of  the lowest overall 
throughout the pan-
demic. He said he also 
believes that the $300 
benefit creates a dis-
incentive to find a job 
when the state’s online 
job portal has 39,000 
open positions.

Nebraska to end extra 
$300-a-week pandemic 
unemployment cash
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Downtown Hastings is 
one step closer to hav-
ing quiet railroad cross-
ings.

Members of  the Hast-
ings City Council voted 
7-0 at their regular 
meeting Monday to ap-
prove the preliminary 
engineering service 
agreement between 
the city of  Hastings 
and BNSF Railway Co. 
for the quiet crossings 
project. Councilwoman 
Ginny Skutnik was ab-
sent.

This agreement with 
BNSF will cover pre-
liminary engineering 
and a diagnostic review 
for all seven crossings 
included in the proj-
ect — between Lincoln 
and Elm avenues. The 
agreement is for $18,576.

Lee Vrooman, city di-

rector of  engineering, 
said the next steps af-
ter the approval of  the 
agreement are to sched-
ule the diagnostic re-

view, finish the design 
drawings, submit those 
to the Federal Railroad 
Administration and 
start working on the 

construction and main-
tenance agreements 
with BNSF for each 
crossing.

“So you’ll see another 

agreement, hopefully, in 
a few months,” he said.

Then, the project will 
go out for bids.

“I don’t have a con-
crete time frame on all 
this,” Vrooman said. 
“It’s kind of  dependent 
on the railroad and 
their reviews of  these 
drawings and agree-
ments, but we’ll keep 
plowing forward.”

The city has budgeted 
$250,000 from sales tax 
receipts in each of  the 
last two fiscal years for 
the quiet crossings proj-
ect.

“I would like to thank 
staff for all of  their 
hard work on this over 
the past several years,” 
Mayor Corey Stutte 
said. “I know there’s 
been a lot of  progress 
made over the past few 
months. Things kind of  
slowed down with the 

FRA and BNSF as with 
everyone when it came 
to COVID, but I’m glad 
to see things on track.”

Monday’s meeting was 
the last one to take place 
in the City Building, 220 
N. Hastings Ave., for 
quite some time.

The City Council, as 
well as all other munic-
ipal boards that cur-
rently meet in the coun-
cil chambers, will begin 
congregating in the 
Hastings Public Library 
second-floor meeting 
room.

As part of  repairs to 
the City Building base-
ment, the basement’s 
current contents will 
be stored in council 
chambers. It will take a 
little longer for employ-
ees to move to Hastings 
Utilities’ North Denver 

Council moves forward on quiet crossing agreement
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A BNSF train crosses Hastings Avenue in downtown Hastings Monday.
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