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Chapter One:  A Fresh Start
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Ruby's boots crunched on dry gravel as she stepped out of the rental car. The Andalusian sun bathed her face in warmth, and she breathed deeply, taking in the earthy scent of the olive groves sprawling before her.

This was it. The finca. Their chance for a new beginning.

She turned to Jock, eyes alight. "Can't you just feel the potential here? We could transform this place. Sustainable agriculture, reforestation projects. Make a real difference."

Jock emerged beside her, his gaze fixed on the dilapidated farmhouse. Arms crossed, brow furrowed. That familiar skeptical look. "It'll take more than pretty words to fix this place up, lass."

Ruby's pulse quickened. She had to make him see it. "I know it seems daunting. But together we can do this. Build something meaningful." She gestured to the hills, the words tumbling out in a rush. "Imagine it, Jock. Rows of organic crops. Regenerated forests. An eco-retreat, where people can come and learn."

He glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. Considering. "Aye, it's a bonny dream. But dreams don't pay the bills."

"We'll find a way." Ruby reached for his hand, voice softening. "This is our shot. A chance to leave our mark. To heal."

Jock squeezed her fingers. The doubt in his eyes warred with a glimmer of possibility. Of hope.

She held his gaze, willing him to believe. In her. In them. In this wild, improbable dream that had brought them to the heart of Andalusia.

After a long moment, Jock exhaled. Nodded. "Alright then. Let's hear this grand plan of yours."

Ruby's heart soared as Jock's words sank in. A tentative alliance, a step towards a shared vision. She turned back to the sprawling landscape, her mind already alive with possibilities.

"We'll start with the soil," she said, her voice ringing with conviction. "Regenerative practices, to bring life back to the land: Composting, cover crops, natural pest control." She moved forward, her steps purposeful and determined.

Jock followed, his footfalls heavy on the parched earth. "And what about water? Spain's not exactly known for its rainfall."

"Rainwater harvesting." Ruby spun to face him, her hair a fiery halo in the sunlight. "Greywater systems. Drought-resistant crops. We'll work with the land, not against it."

A flicker of admiration in Jock's eyes quickly masked. "You've thought this through."

"I've been dreaming of this for years." Ruby's gaze turned inward, memories of long nights spent pouring over environmental journals, mapping out a future she could believe in. "It won't be easy, but it'll be worth it."

Jock's hand found the small of her back, a gesture of support. "I'm with you, lass. Even if I don't understand all the fancy eco-jargon."

Laughter bubbled up in Ruby's throat, a release of tension. She leaned into his touch, savoring the moment of connection. "I'll make a green warrior of you yet, Jock MacDougall."

His chuckle rumbled through her, a promise of partnership. Of two souls, battered by life's storms, finding shelter in each other.

Together, they turned to face the waiting land, the future stretching out before them like an untamed wilderness, ripe with potential, ready to be shaped by their hands, their hearts and Ruby’s  unshakeable resolve.

The sun beat down, a blessing and a challenge. Ruby closed her eyes, feeling the heat on her skin, the thrum of life beneath her feet. This was where she belonged. Where they belonged.

She took a step forward, Jock's presence solid beside her. Ruby's eyes sparkled with excitement as she pointed towards a dilapidated barn nestled amidst the overgrown foliage. "That's where we'll set up the eco-lodge. Imagine it, Jock, a place where travelers can immerse themselves in nature, learn about sustainable living."

Jock squinted, trying to see the potential. "It'll take a lot of work, lass. That roof looks like it's one strong gust away from caving in."

"But think of the possibilities! We could host workshops, nature walks, maybe even partner with local artisans." Ruby's mind raced with ideas, each one more inventive than the last.

She spun to face Jock, her hands grasping his, eyes locked on his. "This isn't just about us, Jock. It's about creating something bigger, something that brings people together. You know what we feel about this land. We belong here, this is our spiritual home, our new start in life."

Jock's brow furrowed, processing her words. "Aye, I can see your love for this land and I feel it too. But it's a risk, Ruby. We’re outsiders here."

"Isn't that what life's about? Taking risks, chasing dreams?" Ruby's voice softened, her thumb brushing over his knuckles. "I know it's scary, but I believe in us and in this community, the people here share our love of the land, "

Jock's gaze held hers, searching, weighing. Then, slowly, a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. "You're a force to be reckoned with, Ruby. I'd be a fool not to follow where you lead."

Relief flooded through her, warm and sweet. She reached up, cupping his face, rough beneath her palm. "We're in this together, Jock. Every step of the way."

He leaned into her touch, his eyes closing for a brief moment. When they opened, they shone with a new resolve. "Aye, together. No matter what comes."

Hand in hand, they continued their tour, Ruby's voice rising and falling with each new idea, each shared dream. The land stretched out before them and with every step, every word, they moved closer to a future they could call their own. A future built on hope, on passion, on the unshakable belief that love could conquer all. Even the thorny wilderness of their hearts.

Ruby led Jock to the crumbling terrace, the weathered stone warm beneath their feet. The sun hung low on the horizon, painting the sky in shades of gold and orange. She reached into her bag, pulling out a bottle of local wine and two mismatched glasses.

"A toast," she said, pouring the deep red liquid with a steady hand. "To new beginnings."

Jock accepted the glass, his fingers brushing against hers. "To taking chances."

They clinked their glasses, the sound echoing in the quiet of the evening. Ruby savored the wine, letting it linger on her tongue. It tasted of sun-drenched vineyards and long, lazy afternoons.

She settled onto an old wooden bench patting the space next to her. Jock hesitated for a moment before joining her, his thigh pressing against hers. They sat in silence for a moment, united by a sense of shared purpose. Ruby lit two candles in the old, empty wine bottles at the center of the table. They flickered gently in the breeze filling the air with the scent of melting wax.

This feels right, Ruby thought, stealing a glance at Jock's profile, admiring the way the candlelight caught the angles of his face, softening the harsh lines. Like we're exactly where we're meant to be.

"I never thought I'd find myself here," Jock mused, his gaze fixed on the horizon. "Starting over, taking a leap of faith."

Ruby hummed in agreement. "Life has a funny way of leading us to the places we need to be. Even if we don't realize it at the time."

He turned to her then, his eyes searching her face. "You really believe that? That this is where we're supposed to be?"

She met his gaze, unflinching. "With every fiber of my being."

The corner of his mouth lifted in a half-smile. "You're something else, Ruby."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

They lapsed into a comfortable silence, sipping their wine as the sun dipped lower, setting the world ablaze. Ruby let herself imagine the future, the life they could build here. The challenges they would face, the triumphs they would share.

Together, she thought, her hand finding Jock's, their fingers intertwining. We can weather any storm.

As if reading her mind, Jock squeezed her hand, a silent affirmation. A promise.

The last of the light slipped away, the stars blinking to life in the inky sky. Ruby and Jock remained on the terrace, two silhouettes against the gathering night, their hearts full of hope and possibility. Ready to face whatever lay ahead.
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Chapter Two:  Village Tensions
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Ruby awoke to the golden light of dawn filtering through the faded curtains, casting a warm glow across the rustic bedroom. She stretched languidly, her mind still hazy with the remnants of sleep. Beside her, Jock stirred, his arm tightening around her waist.

"Morning," he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.

Ruby smiled, turning to face him. "Morning."

For a moment, they simply lay there, basking in the quiet intimacy of the moment. Ruby traced the lines of Jock's face with her fingertips, marveling at the way the early morning light softened his features.

"I could get used to this," she whispered.

Jock's lips formed a lazy smile. "Waking up next to me?"

"That too." Ruby grinned. "But I meant this." She gestured to the room around them, the crumbling plaster walls and the ancient wooden beams. "The finca. This life."

Jock's expression sobered, his eyes searching hers. "Ruby, are you sure about this? About us? It's not going to be easy."

Ruby's heart swelled with emotion, a fierce determination filling her. "I've never been more sure of anything in my life." She pressed a gentle kiss to his lips. "We can do this, Jock. Together."

Jock's arms tightened around her, pulling her closer. They lay there for a few more moments, savoring the peace of the morning. Finally, Ruby reluctantly pulled away, her mind already racing with plans for the day ahead.

"We should get started," she said, throwing back the covers and swinging her legs over the side of the bed. "There's so much to do."

Jock chuckled, shaking his head at her enthusiasm. "Always on the go."

Ruby grinned, unapologetic. "I like to be busy."

She dressed quickly, the anticipation of the day ahead filling her with energy. Jock was slower, grumbling about his misplaced clothes and toiletries and the disorder all around them. As they stepped out into the morning sun, Ruby paused, taking in the beauty of the landscape before them.

The olive groves stretched out as far as the eye could see, the gnarled trunks of the trees twisting and turning towards the sun. The air was filled with the heady scent of wild herbs and the distant sound of birdsong.

Ruby felt a sense of peace wash over her, a deep feeling that this was exactly where she  wanted to be. “Let’s take a walk around the grounds” said Ruby, “I want to see it all again.”

Beside her, Jock took her hand, his fingers interlacing with hers. "Ready?" he asked, his eyes sparkling despite his dry mouth and the throbbing at the back of his head.

Ruby nodded, a smile playing at the corners of her lips. "Ready."

Together, they set off into the grove, the sun warming their backs, this is it thought Ruby, our first  day in our new home.

I will sort it out  thought Jock, no need to worry her, I will make good my losses, I just need to stop taking stupid risks.

As the sun climbed higher in the sky, casting dappled shadows across the ancient trees, Ruby felt a sense of hope bloom in her chest. She gazed out over the finca, her eyes tracing the contours of the land, envisioning the transformation that lay ahead.

The dilapidated farmhouse would be restored to its former glory, a fine example of sustainability and eco-friendly living. The neglected fields would bloom with new life, nurtured by their dedicated hands.

"Can you see it, Jock?" Ruby turned to him, her voice filled with excitement. "The potential here is incredible. We can create something truly special, something that makes a difference."

Jock stood beside her, his head throbbing from the excesses of the night before. While Ruby had gone to bed early, he had stayed up late trading whilst drinking far too much whisky.

His heart skipped a beat as he recalled converting a large sum of sterling into dollars. With sterling plummeting, he had wanted to avoid further losses. He had been foolish. He should have held onto his sterling and waited for its value to increase. 

Trading currencies while intoxicated was becoming a bad habit. He needed to put an end to that. Though he enjoyed a good whisky, like any Scotsman, he had to learn not to make impulsive, high-risk trades whilst under the influence.

Ruby leaned into him, drawing strength from his presence. She knew that together, they could overcome any obstacle.

"We'll need to start with the irrigation system," Ruby mused, her mind already racing with plans. "And the solar panels, of course. We can't rely on traditional energy sources if we want to make this place truly sustainable, and we'll need to involve the local community. This can't just be about us, Jock. We have to think bigger."

She turned to face him fully, her eyes shining with determination. Jock felt an uneasiness stirring, why was she so naive, so inexperienced? What did she know of the ways of the world? Couldn’t she just be happy with the two of them pursuing their eco-dream together? Why did she have this fanciful notion of community? Didn’t she know most people were just out for themselves?

He buried his feelings. Let her have her happy fantasies, she would eventually learn about the ways of the world, just as he had done over his 30 years in the oil business.

"Together, Jock. We'll do this together. We'll create something that honors the land, supports the community, and shows the world that change is possible."

Jock's hand slid from her shoulder to her cheek, his calloused fingers gently caressing her skin. "Aye, lass. Together.” 

Let her dream, he thought, she’ll find out soon enough. I will be there to make sure she is okay whatever happens.

With one last look at the sprawling olive groves, Ruby took Jock's hand in hers, and together, they walked back towards the farmhouse, their steps in perfect sync even as their minds wandered in separate directions.

As they approached the worn wooden door Ruby faltered, “It’s market day, the ideal time to introduce ourselves to the villagers. Why don’t we head over there now? It’s a lovely walk...”

“You go,” said Jock. He didn’t feel up to the walk let alone meeting the locals. ” I can get busy with the new furniture, I want to make the place nice for you”

“Are you sure you don’t mind?”  Ruby checked, hugging him with glee. “That’s so thoughtful darling, thanks, see you later” and with that she was off, marching briskly along the path, turning occasionally to wave at him.

Jock stood at the door of the Finca, watching her disappear into the distance. A sense of unease settled in his stomach as he slowly made his way back inside the finca.

As the village came into view, its white-washed buildings stark against the backdrop of the Sierra Nevada, Ruby's pace slowed. The once-bustling streets seemed to hush at her approach. Eyes, curious and wary, followed her every move.

"Buenos días," she called out, her voice wavering slightly as she passed an elderly couple. They merely nodded, their gazes cool and assessing.

Ruby's heart sank. She'd expected some resistance, but the tension in the air was disheartening. Whispers, just loud enough for her to catch snippets, floated around her.

"La extranjera," one voice muttered. The foreigner.

"What does she want here?" another wondered aloud in Spanish.

Ruby squared her shoulders, refusing to let their skepticism deter her. She'd faced worse in her life. This was just another obstacle to overcome.

As she made her way through the narrow streets, Ruby's mind raced. How could she bridge this divide? How could she make them understand that she wasn't here to change their way of life, but to preserve the beauty of their home?

"I need to practice my Spanish," she thought, frustrated by the language barrier that stood between her and the villagers. She’d learned Spanish at school and was sure if she started to use it more it would all come back to her. But some of the people here spoke so fast, with such a strange accent, it was baffling to her.

Meanwhile, inside the finca, Jock stood amid a sea of cardboard, wood, and unidentifiable eco-friendly materials. He glared at the instructions for the low-impact furniture they'd ordered, his thick eyebrows furrowed in concentration.

"Bloody hell," he muttered, tossing aside a piece of bamboo. "What's wrong with a good old-fashioned leather settee, I ask you?"

As he fumbled with the unfamiliar components, his frustration mounted. Each failed attempt to fit the pieces together only served to deepen the scowl on his rugged face.

"Of course," he grumbled, "she’s off on another of her crusades while I'm left to wrestle with this... whatever it is."

Jock's calloused hands trembled as he reached into his battered leather jacket, fishing out a silver flask. The cool metal offered a fleeting comfort as he unscrewed the cap.

"Just a wee dram to steady the nerves," he muttered, his thick fingers deftly unscrewing the top of the flask in a well-practiced way. The whisky burned a familiar path down his throat, momentarily dulling the edge of his frustration.

As he lowered the flask, Jock caught sight of his reflection in the window. The lines etched deep in his face seemed to mock him, a stark reminder of the battles he'd fought, and sometimes lost, over the years.

"What am I doing here?" he whispered, the question hanging heavy in the air. Jock stared at the scattered pieces of eco-friendly furniture strewn across the floor. His initial enthusiasm had crumbled into a heap of frustration and self-doubt.

"Bloody hell," he growled, kicking at a pile of bamboo slats. "What was I thinking, agreeing to all this?"

He slumped onto a half-assembled futon, wincing as it creaked ominously beneath him.

"She's out there, dreaming up grand plans," Jock muttered, a mix of admiration and resentment coloring his words. "And here I am, can't even put together a simple futon."

He ran a calloused hand through his greying hair, feeling every bit his age. Slowly he stood up from the futon, his knees cracking in protest, and made his way towards the kitchen cupboard  where he had stashed his bottles of Spanish wine. He would just have the one glass to ease the restlessness that had settled in the pit of his stomach. Then he could get on with assembling that damn furniture...

Meanwhile Ruby's eyes darted from one vibrant stall to another as she navigated the narrow, cobblestone streets of the village market. The aroma of fresh bread and ripe fruit filled the air, mingling with the chatter of locals. Her heart quickened with anticipation.

"This is it," she whispered to herself, "my chance to connect."

She approached a produce stand, its wooden crates overflowing with an array of colorful vegetables. Ruby's fingers brushed against a plump, red tomato.

"Orgánico?" she asked hesitantly, her brow furrowing as she searched for the right words. "¿Cómo... cultivas... estas?"

The vendor, an older man with sun-weathered skin, looked at her blankly. "¿Qué?"

Ruby's cheeks flushed. She gestured enthusiastically at the vegetables. "Sustainable... um, sostenible? No chemicals?"

The vendor's confusion deepened, his eyes narrowing. Other shoppers began to stare, their whispers growing louder.

Ruby's stomach knotted. I'm mucking this up, she thought, frustration mounting. "Come on, Ruby, you can do this. It's just shopping, for heaven's sake!"

She took a deep breath, forcing a smile. "I'm sorry," she spoke slowly, in her rusty Spanish." I'm trying to ask about your farming methods. I'm passionate about sustainable agriculture, you see, and I'd love to learn from local practices."

The vendor's expression remained bewildered, and Ruby felt her confidence crumbling. She was an outsider, stumbling through their language, and their customs. How could she ever hope to make a difference here?

As Ruby's frustration mounted, a warm voice cut through the tension. "Permítame ayudar," a woman said, stepping between Ruby and the vendor.

Ruby turned, meeting the kind eyes of an elderly woman with long, grey hair tied back in a braid. The woman smiled reassuringly before addressing the vendor in rapid Spanish, her hands moving expressively as she spoke.

Relief washed over Ruby. "Thank you," she breathed, her shoulders relaxing.

The woman turned back to Ruby, switching effortlessly to English. "I'm Lucia. You were asking about organic farming, yes? Our methods here are traditional, passed down through generations. No chemicals, just hard work and respect for the land."

Ruby's eyes lit up. "That's exactly what I was hoping to hear! I'm Ruby, by the way. I'm so grateful for your help."

As they walked away from the stall, Lucia gestured around them. "This village has seen many changes, but some things remain the same. Our connection to the earth, for one."

Ruby nodded eagerly. "That's beautiful. I'd love to learn more about the village's history."

Lucia's expression grew thoughtful. "It's a complex story. Our people have faced many problems. Outsiders have come before, promising progress but bringing only upheaval."

"I can imagine that's led to some wariness," Ruby said, her brow furrowing as she absorbed Lucia's words.

"Indeed. Trust is earned slowly here, but it runs deep once given." Lucia paused, studying Ruby. "Your interest in our ways is admirable, but patience will be key."

Ruby felt a weight settling in her chest. "I want to contribute, to be part of the community. But I'm beginning to see it won't be as simple as I'd hoped."

Lucia nodded, her smile gentle but her eyes serious. "Understanding takes time. But your heart seems to be in the right place, Ruby. That's a good start."

Ruby's mind raced as she processed Lucia's words. The village's skepticism of outsiders was understandable, yet it presented a formidable challenge to her conservation plans. She took a deep breath, steadying herself.

"Lucia, I can't thank you enough for your guidance," Ruby said, her voice laced with genuine gratitude. "I know I have so much to learn, but I'm committed to doing this the right way."

Lucia's eyes crinkled with warmth. "That's all we can ask, Ruby. Take small steps, listen more than you speak, and the rest will follow."

As they parted ways, Ruby's mind whirled with a mix of determination and doubt. The uphill battle ahead seemed steeper than ever, but the fire of her passion for environmental change still burned bright.

She spent the rest of the day exploring the village and its surrounding areas while considering various options for  community engagement. As so often happened when she was deep in thought, she lost all track of time and had no desire to eat. Eventually she noticed the sun was beginning to dip below the distant mountains and she decided to make her way back to the finca.

As she walked back, Ruby's thoughts raced. "How can I show them I'm here to help, not harm?" she muttered to herself, her steps quick and purposeful on the dusty path. The Andalusian hills rolled out before her, a reminder of the beauty she sought to protect.

She paused, taking in the landscape. "Maybe I could start with a community garden," Ruby mused aloud. "Something to bring people together, show them sustainable practices in action."

As the finca came into view, Ruby squared her shoulders and flung her head back. She and Jock would make it work. She was eager to talk to him, she couldn’t wait to tell him him all about her day.

Ruby pushed open the heavy wooden door of the Finca, her mind still buzzing with ideas for community outreach. The moment she stepped inside, however, her thoughts screeched to a halt.
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