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​RUGGED THIRST

BOOK DESCRIPTION

It’ll take more than water to quench this woman's thirst.

Widowed for three years, Geri Bourne can barely hang on by her boot straps to the Rafter L Ranch. When handsome contractor Mark Shepple buys the tract of land next door to develop a subdivision, she’s not interested in neighborly visits.

He has bad news for the woman who owns the nearby ranch. The new land survey changes the property line in his favor, and the water rights her livestock needs in order to survive belong to him.

Mark expects an eighty-year-old woman when he shows up at her corrals, not a gorgeous woman in cowboy boots with a cocked rifle. Instead of hashing out their differences in court, Geri’s fiery personality and lean curves tease him to reach an amicable solution between the sheets.

The more time they spend together, the more he realizes it’s not a permanent resolution he wants, but the stubborn cowgirl. However, is he willing to sacrifice millions of invested dollars in the bargain?

​Dedication

To the real Geri and Mark,

Here’s to widen open spaces, ice in a glass, and allowing an author’s indulgence to write a love story.

XO,

Sheri
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Skye’s lips curled up off her pointed canines as she barked behind the last cow and calf pair, nipping at their kicking heels to drive them into the twice-grazed, dry pasture. In summer’s late morning sun, Geri Bourne waved away a cloud of bothersome gnats with an empty leather work glove and licked her dry lips to whistle, calling back the Border Collie and the dog’s bottomless well of energy.

The cattle pair trotted to join the others in Geri’s evaporating mix-breed herd that slowly drifted with their noses to the ground in search of grass.

Good luck with that.

The lack of rain turned a once thriving ranch into nothin’ but sprawling brown desolation. Between slightly green patches of non-edible weeds, the ground cracked and split like an eroded asphalt parking lot. With no natural feed for the cattle to graze, she’d sold off more than half the herd rather than spend what money was left buying bales of alfalfa, more recently referred to as “green gold” by her fellow cattle ranchers.

And, as with the livestock, she’d let the last hired hand go as well, opting to do all the work herself in order to stretch an extra dime.

She rolled her shoulders, stretching the muscles in her grime-covered, sweaty neck. Skye, good livestock dog that she was, hadn’t yet released and was still locked on to the cud-chewing pair, trailing behind their tails with her head held low. Geri blasted a second whistle and the dog turned from the cattle to head back, loping across the flat pasture, tongue hanging out of one side of her mouth. Brown dust rose as it streamed out from behind, bearing resemblance to the exhaust fumes from Geri’s old Ford truck.

Rafter L’s open space, with ancient oaks and untouched hills, soothed her rancher’s soul. But an ugly truth lay mired in the beauty of the land. Yet, those with an experienced eye would immediately take in the visual, use cognitive reasoning, and deduce the imminent collapse.

Hooking an arm under the cross brace on the metal gate, Geri muscled the heavy, saggy middle to keep the thing from dragging its ass in the dirt as she closed it. Over the years the gate had been Frankensteined together with the whole shebang, from bailing twine to duct tape. However, like the gate and everything else on the twenty-four hundred-acre California spread, the Rafter L was just plain worn-out.

Like Geri.

“More like ghetto-rig ranch,” she mumbled. “Maybe I ought to rename it Fallen L.” Then she could update the brand by tipping the L onto its back with the letter’s leg sticking straight up in the air. “The Dead L?”

No. Too close to reality, she thought, and too much a reminder of why she, alone, lifted her head off one of two pillows each morning, then straightened only one side of the bed.

After reattaching the cowboy-gate, which was basically a circle of wire around the top of a pitted dead-man post, she watched as the rotted base went all hula-dancer on her, uselessly unattached to its counterpart buried beneath the ground.

“Shit.”

One head rub from an itchy steer, and the fence would be down and she’d have a day’s worth of work to re-sort them all again. By herself.

Geri wiped the metallic stink of rust off her hands on to her faded jeans, and gauged the height of the sparse, dried grass—which didn’t amount to much—on either side of the barbed-wire fence. Not likely the cattle would push through the five-strand fence to reach for something that wasn’t there.

Still, better to come back later and dump out some feed than risk the herd breaking out for a “grass is always greener” scenario.

Automatically, she tallied the stockpile of remaining hay bales in the barn, while her thighs ached with yesterday’s weariness.

Life was cruel. It didn’t matter if she were tired or sick, because there was no such thing as a day off in her line of work. Not if she wanted to keep the ranch that was her and Dan’s dream. Cancer might be greedy, indiscriminate in who it attacked, and life may not be fair, but memories were a precious thing. Nothing would take away the seven short years she’d had with her late husband.

“Load up.” She absently flicked a hand to her hard-breathing dog, Skye. The Border Collie scrabbled onto the faded-green ATV’s rear rack area. Before Geri sat side-saddle, because she was just too damned tired to swing a leg, she smoothed down the flipped-up band of duct tape masking the Polaris’ front bucket seat like the silver stripes on an Indy car.

And just like a barn-sour horse, her stomach growled when she started the high-mile 498cc engine. With her stock dog doing a balancing act behind her on the ATV’s rack, Geri cranked the wheel and spun for home. A mug of coffee and a piece of toast should keep her going until lunch.

A group of deer sprang from the shade of a sprawling oak, their graceful, lithe legs catapulting them in huge leaps up the side of a rocky hill. Geri slowed down to watch, the sight never ceasing to enthrall her. But damn...the wildlife was so skinny they couldn’t pitch a shadow, and last spring she didn’t see many fawns. Hopefully they’d eat some of the alfalfa she’d throw for the cattle.

The ATV rattled over the first of two cattle guards that divided the grazing pastures, giving her a full-body brain shake as she glanced to her right. She readjusted her side-seat position, sliding her front leg higher on the seat until it almost rested on the tank. If the herd wanted to escape, they probably could. A wide section of barbed-wire fence had laid on the ground for the past six months. 

The sight could either piss her off, or she could count the ground squirrels off to her left.

Oh, look! Aren’t they cute, playing in the dirt?

Down an embankment, across the dry creek, up the other side.

Most of the Rafter L lay untouched. Virgin soil disturbed only by the four-legged creatures who called the rolling hills their home. Other parts of the ranch were semi-developed, like the bumpy dirt road that flew beneath the Polaris’ rubber tires, and the area Geri affectionately referred to as Headquarters.

Every day it seemed as if car traffic increased on the highway that ran along the outskirts of Edna Valley. Estate-sized homes dotted the fertile hills where cattle once roamed. Urbanization, while necessary to offset the high cost of housing in California, wasn’t necessarily a good thing for struggling cattle ranchers like herself.

She pressed her thumb hard on the throttle, the engine now full-out, to zip down the slope for home stretch. Soon, the tall backs of the yellow barns came into sight. Skye sneezed, and the tags on her collar jangled, followed by high-pitched whining. The dog loved to go fast, almost as much as Geri.

Though the panting breath in her ear and nasal whimper were clue enough, she glanced over her shoulder to check on Skye and noted the rising cloud of dust. A roiling, grey wave circled a hundred feet in the lethargic air.

Damn drought. 

She backed off the accelerator before the powdery grime followed like a mushroom cloud. Six years of little to no rain, and the effects had taken their toll. The region’s wildlife, along with the Edna Valley’s commerce, had shrunk to less than half their size.

Once again, she thanked God for blessing her with the foresight to drill an ag well five years ago. Without it, the animals—both livestock and wild—wouldn’t have had water to survive.

Geri trundled on the road between the two yellow hay barns, slower to keep the dust at bay. The she lifted her thumb off the gas altogether. 

Further away near the more recently built storage building, parked in the shade, a white compact car sat completely out of place. Two of its four doors were thrown wide open. An orange-striped feral barn cat jumped from the backseat as the Geri neared on the ATV, the off-road tires crunching over last year’s road base material.

City folk. Who else would leave their car doors open and windows rolled down where anything that jumped, flew, or crawled might come in and make itself at home? Glancing around, she cut the engine and coasted into the open yard area as silently as the ATV would allow. Trespassers were an unfortunate byproduct of large tracts of private property. Though normally on foot, the few Geri had encountered somehow felt entitled, almost legally so, to wander her ranch at will. No consideration for gates, spooking cattle, or an eventual lawsuit should one of her bulls decide to play matador with them.

She steered the ATV to park perpendicular behind the white car as the four-wheeler came to a stop. Grabbing her half-empty water bottle from the cup holder, and the .22 from the back of the rack, Geri slid off the Polaris and followed Skye. Straight for the homestead.
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The place had seen better days, no doubt about it. Cobwebs in the corners of the covered porch, paint fractured and ready to chip off the walls of the old wood house. And this was just the outside.

Mark pulled open the screen door, the long, drawn out Friday the 13th rusty squeak sounding in his ears like nails on a chalkboard. Beautiful old ranch house, it irked him the people didn’t keep it in better condition. When he knocked a third time, he wondered what would happen if the frame were rapped too hard.

That got him to eye the covered porch above him dubiously. What creatures in yonder plywood lie?

Obviously, nobody was home. Either that or the place was abandoned. A thick coat of undisturbed dust covering a little wrought-iron table and the ladder-back chair beside it mirrored the neglect of the ranch. Neglect that he observed from the time his rental car’s tires left the pavement until his polished shoe stood before the screeching door from Hell.

The unoiled hinges complained again before the screen door banged shut. A puff of dust hovered near his face until he coughed and took a step back, waving his hand.

“Help you with somethin’?”

Mark wheeled around. Not far away a petite woman, who looked to be in her thirties, watched him from beneath side-swept bangs. The rest of her shiny-brown, shoulder-length hair stood out in complete disarray. His heart banged in his chest at the charming picture.

She stepped forward, moving like a cat, all silent and watchful. Although she idly sipped water from a plastic bottle in her left hand, her off-the-cuff actions didn’t fool him. The .22 rifle cradled in her arms, pointed casually off to the side—with her finger near the trigger—was all business. In addition to being light on her feet, she looked physically fit as well.

Despite the less than friendly first impression, he forced his lips to smile.

“Hi there.” Mark started forward, but a shaggy Border Collie trotted out from behind the porch. It stopped in front of him, hackles raised, then cautiously stepped closer to sniff his pant leg. “He must smell my dog,” he said, chuckling to keep it light and friendly, knowing full well he didn’t own a dog.

The lady didn’t call her dog back. Hell, she didn’t even look at it. She just pulled a tight smile and inspected Mark from head to toe, sipping her water and holding the rifle. 

Two could play that game, and she wasn’t hard to look at. Her worn boots affected a casual stance as she rested her weight on one faded, jean-covered leg.

Regardless of the rifle, not a lot of women had the power to make him feel uneasy, but the little five-foot-four package of curves had him glancing in the direction of his dirty rental car.

Dust on the road. Dust on the door. Goddamn dust everywhere.

He cleared his throat and stuck out his hand as he carefully stepped around the dog, toward her. “Hi. I’m your new neighbor, Mark Shepple. I bought the Lazy T.”

“Ah,” she smirked. “The Runny S.” At his questioning look, she explained. “It’s an inside joke.” Intelligent brown eyes sharpened to points that drilled into his and never wavered. She never even glanced at his palm while it hung catching air-time, waiting for an acceptance to his greeting. “Heard you’re a developer from L.A.”

Ouch.

Spat like an advanced, incurable disease, the career he’d always been proud of now held a slimy stigma, second only to the Grim Reaper.

But of course, it would. People in the area who made money off the land in the form of livestock would obviously feel that way. Any encroachment to their livelihood, even if in the long run it should benefit all parties involved, was made out to be the enemy. Progress be damned.

Mark let his hand drop to his side. The black and white dog jumped back from the movement. Self-conscious and not liking the unusual feeling of awkwardness, he slid his fingers into the front pocket of his slacks. 

Guess country hospitality wasn’t known in Edna Valley.

Somewhere out of sight, cattle mooed. A woodpecker droned nearby, and he tracked the sound to the old, faded yellow barn where the thing hammered away on the siding. The lady’s ranch was peaceful. Ethereal. Even under threat of a rifle, surrounded by all the grey cracked dirt of the ground, and while measuring the distance to his rental car.

This wasn’t going the way he’d planned.

“Well,” he said, then cleared his throat. “Just thought I’d be neighborly and introduce myself before work on the fence began.”

He nodded once and stepped around the woman, avoiding the side that held the nasty end of the gun.

“What?” Gravel crunched under her foot. “What are you doing with my fence?”

Mark stopped and half-turned. “Didn’t you get the letter I sent?”

She swiveled to fully face him, brows down and tight. “You want to elaborate on what the hell you’re talking about?”

After her unfriendly greeting, he didn’t have to be nice, but...damn. Those big brown eyes were popping out of her skull. “I sent notice last month I was having the property line surveyed—”

“I saw the surveyors,” she said, bristling. “I never got a notice.”

The end of her rifle swung up. A jolt of alarm stiffened Mark’s back. But the pretty rancher only readjusted to cradle the .22 crosswise against her shirt in order to wipe her palm down the front of her jeans.

She held out her hand and looked him in the eye. “Geri Bourne. What’s the deal with my fence?”

At least she hadn’t pointed the gun at him. Yet.

Then again, he hadn’t dropped the other shoe. Yet.

Mark made sure to have her trigger finger gripped in a handshake before answering. “Your fence is sitting inside my property line.”

Geri’s tight grasp relaxed in his. Her mouth moved like she had something to say, except no words came out. Her eyes grew round and, standing close, he noticed her sparse use of cosmetics. So refreshing, in a country-girl sort of way.

After a few blinks, her moment of apparent shock over, she pulled her hand away from his and—yup, wiped her palm, and any cooties, on the front of her shirt before resting her finger alongside the trigger. “How far?”

“That was in the second letter, sent last week.”

“How far?” she demanded. Geri’s lips thinned and her jaw tightened. Her eyes roamed the barren hills surrounding the dilapidated house. 

Ah, shit. Roland Park, the attorney who had drafted the letter, told Mark he’d sent the letter to Geri Bourne via certified mail.

Talk about being the bearer of bad news. “Your north fence is roughly ninety-seven hundred yards over the line.”

Her wide-eyed gaze shot back to him, mouth parting like she needed the extra air to breathe.

“But that’s like...” She did the math in her head. “Twenty acres—no. No way.” She stared at her boots, or maybe the ground, and shook her head, blonde streaks in her hair catching the sun. “You’re not the first to have the property surveyed, you know.” Her chin rose and she looked him square in the eye. “And no one’s ever found fault with my fence before.”

“Maybe not, but—”

“Well, your surveyors are wrong. Sorry you wasted your money.” Geri shifted the rifle around, tilting the barrel up and down as if she wanted to shoot something. Then she gripped it by the wood stock, well away from the trigger. Anger sparked from her eyes like a time bomb ready to explode.

Mark figured his news wouldn’t go over well. Hell, when he put himself in her scuffed-up boots—which wasn’t hard to do while standing outside her falling down house and the barns with peeling paint—he understood her frustration. Ranching was a hard business to begin with. Throw in years of drought, sharp drops in the beef market, and the high cost of hay. Times were tough for people like Geri Bourne.

If she didn’t like that last bit of news, she sure as shit wouldn’t like the next. He stuck his hand in his pocket and fished for his keys. “It’s accurate, Ms. Bourne.”

“The hell it—”

“The property line was measured by the latest in satellite and Real Time Kinematic equipment.”

She took a step back and watched her dog cross between them. He thought her face lost some of its color, but that could have been the layer of dust covering her skin.

Her brows pulled into a frown. “The last GPS survey showed the boundary markers dead on.”

“GPS is old-school and notoriously flawed. Ever try to follow the driving directions?”

Geri stared at him, eyes tired and dejected, and nodded. “You’ll provide me with documentation, right?”

“I’ll get you another copy.”

“All right then.” She sighed heavily, turning away. “I’ll walk you to your car.” 

Bits of dried manure and stalks of hay stuck to his Cucinelli tasseled loafers as they ambled toward the side of the sad old house. Skeletal remains of an old willow tree leaned on a rusted ornamental gate that divided the front and side yards. By its fancy design, the hunk of scrap metal had probably been pretty at one time.

Which made Mark wonder. “How long have you lived here?”

“You mean here, at the ranch?”

“Yes.” He nodded, taking in the dilapidated condition of the roof.

Her foot slid in the dirt as she suddenly stopped and turned toward him. Then she laughed. A beautiful sound that carried in the air. Musical notes, light and airy. The kind that made a guy want to close his eyes and hold his breath just to hear again.

He turned in time to catch a smile on Geri’s face, a wide grin that lifted her features and colored the warmth of her eyes with humor.

“Oh, I don’t live there.” She chuckled, pointing, and he thought the sound sweeter than the songbirds he’d heard on the drive out. “That’s the old homestead. I live down the road a piece.”

Thank God. The place looked abandoned. A little rat-infested, too.

“Actually,” she said, “there’s rats and bats in there.” Mark turned a sharp eye to see her smirk. “Yeah, you said that out loud.”

“A lot of work to bring it back to code.” As the tips of his ears heated, he glanced again at the house’s peeling white paint and rotted window frames. Besides it needing fumigation and a layer of new shingles, there could be black mold and structural issues.

When she remained silent, he turned back and noticed her smile had disappeared.

Geri brushed at a dirt smear on her red t-shirt and moved ahead, walking around the side of the house. The shaggy dog lay stretched out in the shade of a green, farm type four-wheeler that was parked at an angle next his rental car.

“Do you know the way back to the entrance?” she asked.

“I’ll just follow the road.” Mark thought they’d broken the ice. Apparently not with her sudden change in attitude. “Can I give you ride somewhere?”

“No, I’m fine.” After another of her forced, polite smiles, she glanced at her watch, looking more tired than when he’d first saw her. “Still got a lot to do before lunch.”

Without a second glance, she left him standing in a swirl of dust as she crossed to the beat-up ATV. With a motion of her finger, the dog jumped into the rear cargo area and Geri started up the Polaris. The thing idled rough, the plastic body shaking both the dog and tools in back, and her hair as it brushed her shoulders.

The rubber tires rolled, cranked hard to the right, and he locked eyes with his expressionless new neighbor. By the time he lifted his hand to wave, dust had lifted and screened her from his view.
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“Send her another copy of the survey report, but use FedEx this time.” Mark sipped his coffee at the recently installed farmhouse sink. Leaning this way and that, he dodged the manufacturer’s shipping stickers as he stared through the new Lazy T kitchen window at the two gopher mounds in the lawn outside. In his other hand, he had the cell phone stuck to his ear.

“The Bourne address is a PO box,” said Michelle, his admin assistant in L.A. “Do you know if she has an office?”

“No office.” He was about to set the mug down, then had an idea. “On second thought, email it to me. I’ll print it out and hand-carry it over.”

The churned-up dirt pile moved. A furry grey head popped up.

After forking out a few thousand dollars to have the busted sprinkler system replaced and then pouring water on a half-dead lawn to resurrect life, that little varmint really pissed Mark off.

He took another sip from his mug and watched the fucker dig and push out more dirt. Behind him, the laptop beeped on the granite-top island.

“Done.” Michelle’s activity of shuffling paper was amplified through the cell phone’s sensitive microphone. “By the way, County Planning came back with revisions on your lot splits. Nothing major, though. Want me to forward the file?”

“Yeah, I better take a look.”

Movement from the left side of the yard drew his attention away from the gopher. Two straw-colored ears and a black-tipped snout emerged from the tall grass that had yet to meet a weed-whacker. The kit fox blended with his withered environment as it crept low to the ground, dark eyes trained forward.

Ding. “Okay, anything else you need?”

Mark smiled as the gopher chose that particular time to poke his head out of the hole and watched as the fucker grabbed a mouthful of lush, green grass blades, then ducked back down. The fox dragged its belly forward, inching across the drought-ridden turf. A beautiful animal. Sleek black and grey fur, predatory and focused.

“Mark?”

Bits of soil tumbled down from the swollen bump in the lawn. The fox froze, its twitching ears the only movement.

“No, I think that’s it.”

“Why are you whispering?” Michelle asked in her own hushed tone.

“Because he’s almost got it.”

“Who?” she whispered. “What’s he got?”

The rear haunches of the tawny fox rose. The length of its bushy tail stuck straight back, the black-tipped end shuddering. Focused wholly on the prey in its sights, its eyes never wavered from the mound of moving dirt.

“Wait for it...”

A smooth, grey head ventured from the hole in the ground, the gopher’s actions cautious and jerky.

“Mark? Who’s there? Is everything—”

The tremendous leap out from the tall, dry grass was graceful. The fox’s lithe body a poetic arc of light brown fur with impeccably timing.

“Yeah!” Perfection in motion. “He got it!”

The sound of Michelle’s fretful voice chattered from where he’d apparently laid the phone face-down. Mark respected his assistant in the highest degree, but this—this moment at his ranch—might never come again. Drinking coffee and looking out the kitchen window, feeling like he’d finally found where he belonged. No, he wouldn’t let anyone disturb the moment.

Not even for business.

Before he lifted the cell phone back to his ear, he watched as the endangered kit fox trotted lightly across the lawn to go back the way he’d came. The fat prize swung limply from its mouth.

“...can be there in a couple hours. Mark?” In her anxiety, his assistant’s voice pitched higher. “Mark?”

“Everything’s fine, Michelle. Never better.” Eco-predator one, gopher zero. Life is good. “I’ll review the attachments later. Text if you need me.”

He tapped End Call.

God it felt great to be back in the sticks. Reaching over the sink, he slid the side windows open and made a mental note to pull off the stickers on the stationary center pane that were still there from installation. When he left home for college, he’d never intended to stay in the city. Twenty-two years, one daughter, and an ex-wife later, his country-starved ass had finally landed in boondock heaven.

Mark brought his coffee with him as he rounded the kitchen island and sat on a barstool to print the survey and read his email. While the specs for Geri Bourne’s property line spit from the printer across the room, he opened his admin’s attachment to view the county’s suggested design changes.

Edna Valley County Engineering Department wanted wider streets and smaller parcels. While he agreed with the former, he would need to discuss the latter with his subdivision architect. The whole premise of his housing tract dream was to avoid building any type of cookie-cutter home. He pictured majestic ranchettes with elbow room and open space, where neighbors weren’t breathing down each other’s necks or looking out one window and into the house next door.

Mark sipped his coffee and thought a moment, typed an email, attached the revised plans, and fired it off to his architect, with a side note to call him after the changes were made.

As he wrote himself reminder notes, his cell phone buzzed. An incoming call from the fence contractor. “Shepple here.”

“Morning, Mr. Shepple. You available to come out and take a look?”

“Problems, Tim?”

“No, sir. Not with the fence.” The younger man blew a stream of air. “But we’ve run into a snag that needs a decision.”

“Any reason to get away from paperwork is a good one for me. I’ll be there in twenty.”

After topping off the coffee in his travel mug, he grabbed the key fob off the counter and started for the door. Then stopped.

On second thought—Mark made a lap past the printer on the sideboard and grabbed Geri Bourne’s papers, hit the sheets with the stapler, and sailed out the door.

Behind him, the front door’s smart lock clicked into place, the app activated via the Bluetooth connection to his cell phone. Renovations he’d made to the fifties-era ranch house had included wireless security and computerized home automation. When the steel barn upgrades were completed, which wouldn’t take long, he’d load-up his truck and haul the rest of his furniture from Los Angeles, along with his Bass Cat fishing boat. For now, flying the Cessna to monitor development saved on travel time.

Yup, no more city living for him. Guess he and the Clampetts were opposite thinkers on that accord. The smog stunk. The traffic sucked. And the women...well, they weren’t his style.

Or maybe Mark wasn’t theirs.

The ex-wife who left him easily as last year’s fashion was city bred through-and-through. From grocery shopping to washing their clothes, if something had to be done, Deena hired out for the task. She’d been raised by wealthy parents in a metropolis lifestyle, accustomed to others doing the hands-on labor. Which is why she never understood how Mark preferred to do things for himself, such as personally overseeing his construction projects.

Turning the ignition key, the little rental car’s four-banger engine squeaked like a swap meet hamster wheel when it started up. Used to driving his heavy one-ton pickup, the prissy tin can wobbled worse than a golf cart as it bounced all over the Lazy T’s newly graded dirt road. Two weeks’ time, and his crew will have laid smooth black asphalt from the county-maintained street to the front of his new home. The new ranch road would then additionally service the ongoing construction traffic, no matter the weather.

In less than a mile’s drive on the inner ranch road, he entered the active subdivision construction zone. Backup alarms shrilled their steady, high-pitched beep. Powerful diesel engines revved over the top of men shouting directions.

Through it all, like a video game come to life, he steered around front-end loaders and motor graders with tires taller than the wee little car.

Past the staging area and into the rolling hills, he left the noise behind. Faint echoes of rumbling heavy equipment and the squeak of biting metal tracks between the gorges became nothing louder than the buzz of insects.

Mark rolled down his window and inhaled a deep breath of fresh country air. How many others were just like him, dying to get out of the big city rat race and live a slower life? Men and women who wanted a better life for their family, to raise their children in an environment free of gangs and pollution?

There was a desperate need for clean, rural type of living.

And Mark aimed to fill it.

The road turned rough as it veered away from the machine-groomed route to a rutted, two-wheeled path with a strip of dried grass that bisected the middle. Low-lying oak trees, void of leaves, nicked the rental car’s side windows. Spanish moss hung from skeletal branches in swaying, tattered sheets. As a stark contrast, bright green mistletoe grew in exultant clumps near their crowns. Out the window to his left, a dry creek cut through the gorge below.

When the arborist reported in the Environmental Impact Report that nothing could save a number of the ancient oaks, Mark saw his extra dollar signs floating away. Then the EIR idiot had flagged more than three hundred and fifty trees for removal in the forty-two-hundred-acre ranch.

The coastal live oak, with its majestic, twisted form, brought value to the parcels with their beauty and aesthetics. Every neon-pink plastic ribbon hammered into a gnarled trunk shot Mark’s blood pressure through the roof. He hoped to God the county inspectors didn’t return for a second ribbon count. In his opinion, not all the trees were diseased or dead. Most were in their deciduous form, defoliated due to stress from the long-assed drought California suffered. With a little TLC, he was sure they’d come back.

Mark had to wonder if the arborist, who happened to mention that his brother-in-law cut firewood for resale, wasn’t a bit skewed in his views.

The car’s bottom scraped several times over the rough, narrow road. His hands gripped the wheel tighter, fighting the jerks and pulls as he followed the upward curve of the hill, leaving the creek bed and oaks behind for open, rolling knolls. Jack rabbits sprang from behind clusters of sage brush, their long ears working like two stiff antennae as they bounded away. On a thin animal trail alongside the two-track vehicle trail ran a covey of valley quail; grey bodied females and blue-breasted males with their renowned curved plumes. He raised his sunglasses to watch as one after the other sprinted in a line, their necks stretched out and little bird legs pumping like a wind-up toy from hell.

Mark laughed and stepped on the gas, a sudden sense of freedom filling his heart.

God, it would be great living out here, he thought. If others enjoyed it half as much as he did, then every late night he’d spent hunched over paperwork, every unwanted meeting attended, all the revised lot split plans—past, present and future—and the occasional need for antacids, would be worth the end result.

The quail veered off to dart under another clump of sage, and the car lost a moment of traction. When the chassis came down hard, he winced at the sharp thud that banged the undercarriage.

Mark eased back on the gas pedal. Just his luck should he take out the oil pan. What he really needed was an ATV, like the one Geri Bourne had torn-off in.

Blue sky met the top of the rise a moment before the road crested. Not far in the distance, Tim raised an arm in greeting and waited beside his white, four-wheel-drive truck. The fence contractor’s straw cowboy hat shaded his amused features as he watched Mark pull up in a cloud of dust to park beside to his worker’s blue vehicle.

When he opened the tuna can’s door, the man walked over, and Mark stuck out his hand. “How’s it going?”

“No problem building the fence.” Tim shook with a firm, country grip. “Thanks for coming out. Let me show you something.”

That’s what he liked about the younger man, he was no-nonsense and all business.

Tim led the way across the uneven staging area and stopped where the ground sloped downhill. Gazing over the edge, the fencing crew labored about a hundred feet below. Though still morning and relatively cool, some worked with their shirts off, digging postholes with two-man gas augers. A few others peered through tripod survey equipment to mark a straight fence line, then pounded stakes tethered with bright yellow string.

“That’s the problem,” Tim said, pointing.

The area between where Mark and the contractor stood, and where the fence crew worked, a series of large round pipes rose from the ground. The assembly of heavy-gauge collars and fittings were housed under a rickety wooden shelter that looked as if it would blow away in the next storm.

“What is it?” Mark asked, noticing the crew hadn’t dug below the structure, or to the left and right of it.

“Geri Bourne’s water well.”

“Hey, Tim!” The employee manning the survey scope waved an arm. “Come here a sec.”

Tim raised a hand to acknowledge, then said to Mark, “Be right back.”

The peaceful sense of freedom he felt earlier slowly shrunk and landed as a rock in his gut. Mark reached into his pants pocket and pulled out an unopened roll of antacids.
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