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ONE

 

 

The deer’s back appeared broken and her eyes were wide and filmy. Her tongue stuck out of the side of her mouth, ringed with dried foam and blood. Jack Tabor imagined the small doe died of thirst mere inches from the water gently lapping next to her head. Had she dragged herself all the way here, inching her life away as she tried to escape the pain of her injuries?

How long does it take to die? The question rippled through his mind, unbidden, as it had so often since he had been lying in his own pool of blood, six months ago.

Limping along the side of the road this morning should have been good therapy, if only the walk could have quieted his mind as well.

He grimaced with each step, teeth gritting slightly. Six months ago, he had thought he would never walk again, thought the hand holding the cane would never work again, so he didn’t begrudge the pain. He was old friends with the pain.

He forced himself to walk on past the doe.

Although this was his first view of Rainbow Lake in the daylight, the first time he had walked this road along the shore, the rubber tip of his cane was already beginning to show signs of wear from the gravel chewing at it every time he put his weight down.

The sun coming over the green manicured mountains of Rainbow County reflected off the lake and made him squint. Neat rows of grapevines, the hallmark of California’s wine country, latticed the sides of the mountains surrounding the lake. The tidy green rows were sullied by the rundown houses and trailer parks lining the valley highway.

He could feel the dead eyes of the doe behind him trying to get his attention.

How long does it take to die?

The sound of popping gravel caught his attention. He looked up to see an old Ford truck driving towards him. The driver raised two fingers off the steering wheel in greeting as he passed. Jack nodded back solemnly. So far, the people out here seemed nice. Maybe he could get used to a small town. Maybe he would even want to stay here—as much as he would want to stay anywhere.

He tried to admire the sunlight playing on the fog bank floating in the center of the lake like a misty island. Even the stillness of the water and the birds lazily circling the mist couldn’t calm his soul.

How long does it take to die?

He turned around and headed back to his uncle’s farm. Once these thoughts started, they cascaded uncontrollably.

He avoided looking at the doe again, as he walked by, but the doe’s eyes were calling to him, pleading.

He felt his knees buckle as he looked into her pleading eyes once again. He couldn’t pull his gaze away. They were so much like her eyes; pleading.

His hand shook violently on the cane.

Please, Daddy, help me…


TWO

 

 

Toni looked up just in time to see the man topple over. “Damn!” she muttered to herself. Another damn drunk or meth-head.

She hurried into her open garage and grabbed the folded up wheelchair her mother had used for so long. She popped the wheelchair open with the easy expertise of long practice and hurried down the driveway as fast as her old legs would let her. Although she had her cellphone in her pocket, she never would have called 911. Too many of the people around here would resent the involvement of the authorities more than no help at all.

When she reached him, his face was ashen and his eyes were glazed. Toni kneeled carefully next to him. Ignoring the gravel that stabbed into her kneecaps, she was mindful of the pain in her old back and hips.

His face was clammy to her touch and she worried for a moment if he had overdosed on something.

This man was clean-shaven, well groomed, and wearing clean clothes. He was not the typical person who walked up and down the roads around this lake with a thumb sticking out for a ride. Likely, he was a tourist, but he was a long walk from the nearest resort. Although he looked young, in his thirties, she thought maybe he had suffered a heart attack.

He was breathing and that meant his heart was still working, so she tried talking gently to him, as she had her mother so many times for so many years

 “There, there. You’re going to be all right. I’m right here to help.” She stroked his dark hair gently and tried to soothe him and call him back to this world. She lifted his head up and brushed some of the gravel off his face.

His eyes fluttered and he gasped deeply as if he had been under water. Color began returning to his cheeks.

“There you go.” She smiled down at him. His brown eyes met hers and then began searching, trying to figure out where he was and what had happened.

“You’re going to be all right. You just had a bad spell there for a minute.” She crooned softly to him.

 He tried to say something, but his voice was dry and choked in his throat. He licked his lips, looking up into Toni’s face anxiously.

“I saw you fall, but that’s about all I can say. Too much exertion, maybe? You have a heart condition?” she asked him gently.

He took a couple of deep breaths and realized where he was and what had happened. His ears started to burn a bright red.

“No. No. I’m okay,” he smiled weakly at her. “No heart conditions. Not yet, anyway. I just fainted.”

Toni chuckled lightly. “You usually faint?”

“No. Maybe. I didn’t used to.” He started to raise himself up. Toni put her hands under his head and helped him.

“I’m okay, now. Thank you,” he said trying to step away from her.

“Maybe you should just take a minute and make sure.” She used her sleeve to knock gravel and goat-head stickers from the back of his shirt, and then tried to guide him into the wheelchair as he stumbled slightly.

“Really, I’m fine,” he protested, leaning heavily on his cane.

“Let’s just take it one minute at a time, shall we?” Toni suggested. “The chair is already here, might as well make use of it to catch your breath.”

He swooned again. Toni expertly caught him and sat him into the wheelchair. When his eyes came back into focus, he tried to stand up again, but she gently held him in place and laid his cane across his lap.

“Give it a minute. Did you hit your head when you fell?” She started pushing the chair back towards her house while he tested the back of his head with his fingers.

The sun was up and shining on them now. Their long shadows stretched out before them, leading the way.

“I don’t think so,” he answered finally, dropping his hands. “I’m all right. Let me up.”

Toni ignored him. “Where are you visiting from?”

“I just moved here. Got in last night.” His voice was still shaky and hoarse.

“Welcome to Hell.” She didn’t sound like she was joking. She pushed him into her empty garage and absently kicked the wheel brake into place.

“I’ve been to Hell,” he answered after a long moment, “and this isn’t it. Not by a far cry.”

Toni snorted. “You just got in yesterday. You’re still blinded by the paving stones made out of good intentions.”

“Could be,” he nodded.

She walked around to the front of the wheelchair and looked hard at him. “Post-traumatic stress disorder?” she finally asked.

His eyes met hers and he slowly nodded his head.

“Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.”

Using his cane, he rose up out of the wheelchair. “What makes you think I drink?”

“Never met anyone with PTSD who didn’t at least want one. Come to think of it, I never met anyone with PTSD who didn’t drink.”

“Maybe today’s the day.”

“Is it?”

He stood up to his full height, a head taller than the woman. “Not yet. Maybe you’ll meet someone like that later. Whatcha buying?”

 “Depends on what you like. I got it all.”


THREE

 

 

Jack leaned heavily on his cane as he followed the old woman across her backyard. She had a grandmother’s figure and waddled as she headed toward a larger building thirty yards distant. As they drew near, Jack realized the building was a bar. The building faced the highway that paralleled the small county road he had been walking.

The bar didn’t look like much from the outside. White paint was peeling away in places, showing the building had once been blue and possibly peach colored in the past. A large, splintery indentation, from where a car had hit the building, needed repair.

As he rounded the corner, he spotted the sign at the edge of the parking lot: Bubba’s Bar. He grunted in amusement. The place certainly looked like a Bubba’s Bar.

Across the highway, at the base of the green mountains, sat a trailer park full of permanently parked mobile homes. Each had a satellite dish pointed towards the southern sky, and was separated by a scraggly oak tree. Broken cars, broken chairs, and broken dreams littered the area.

A lean dog charged aggressively out into the middle of the highway to bark at Jack and the old lady. Two or three unseen dogs somewhere in the poverty encampment took up the baying. Gruff cursing came from one of the trailers. Intended to quiet the noise, Jack found it more offensive than the dogs.

Shaking his head, Jack followed the woman through a side door into the bar. The door led into a rundown kitchen area that failed to brighten as the florescent lights flickered to life.

“Pardon the mess. I gave myself the day off.” The old woman waved one hand nonchalantly and continued through a swinging door. The tip of Jack’s cane squelched and slipped on something greasy. Pushing open the door with his elbow so he didn’t have to touch the smears, he followed her into the bar proper.

The rich redwood walls and long, polished walnut bar surprised him after the bleak kitchen. The room was warm and welcoming; this place had seen a lot of laughter. Dim faux storm lanterns hung from the ceiling, their orange colored bulbs casting ruddy reflections on the dark woods of tables and the floor. The morning light filtered through old single-paned windows like rays from heaven.

Jack eased himself onto a stool and leaned his cane up against the bar as the woman lifted the bar’s pass-through countertop and shuffled through towards the alcohols.

“What’ll it be?” she asked as she flicked on a switch, illuminating rows of bottles stacked in front of the bar mirror.

“Whiskey.” Jack whispered harshly. He swallowed to clear his throat.

“That’s a little vague.” She grabbed a bottle of Crown Royale and poured the amber liquid into a glass big enough to be a bowl. She stopped just short of overflowing the glass. “What’s your name?” she asked as she filled a second one the same way.

“Jack.”

She turned around and thunked one of the glasses onto the bar in front of him, carelessly sloshing the contents. Turning back, she picked up the second glass for herself.

“To your health.” She drained half the glass and sat it next to his. She reached down behind the bar and came up with a pack of cigarettes and a Zippo. She gave him a sideways look over the lighter as she lit up with its distinctive metallic clink-and-grind noise. Her grandmotherly face shone in the light of the flame and her eyes twinkled brightly, daring him to say something. “Not business hours. Goddamn no-smoking laws don’t apply yet. Don’t gimme any shit. I just scraped your ass off the middle of the street.”

Jack picked up his glass and toasted her in return. “To your health.” He drained half of the glass and set it next to hers.

“Need a refill?”

Jack chuckled at her. “It’s a long walk back, and I’m not too steady to begin with.”

“Good man.” She came around the bar and sat on the stool next to him. She flipped ashes in the general direction of a trashcan at the end of the bar and picked up her glass again. “I hate to see someone who has problems with their liquor.”

She sipped from her glass as she watched him. “Let’s see. You just moved here, huh? Welfare?” She blew smoke out of the side of her mouth.

“What makes you say that?”

“People come here for one of five reasons.” She began ticking the reasons off on the liver-spotted hand holding the cigarette, starting with her pinky. “Fishing vacation; but you said you moved here.” She held up her ring finger. “To retire; but you’re too young for that unless you are really rich,” she looked him up and down and nodded at his cane, “and you don’t strike me as that lucky.”

Jack smiled.

“To invest in a winery and get rich, but you don’t strike me as that lucky, either. Or that stupid. No one ever seems to pull that one off.”

She took a long drag of the cigarette and blew it out up into the air.

 “To get healed, which you certainly seem to qualify for, but the ‘healing springs’ resort burned down over fifty years ago.” She waved the hand with the glass in it through the air. “And last, but most common, because welfare money goes a lot further in this county than any other in California, and welfare money in California is generally better than anywhere else.”

She took another long drag, emptied her drink in a quick gulp, and put the butt out in the bottom of the glass. “So I picked welfare. I know you didn’t move out here to follow a job, ‘cause there ain’t any.”

“Maybe I’m a vet and living off my disability.”

“Maybe that don’t pay shit and the closest VA is four hours away in San Francisco. Vets don’t live here unless they came from here.”

Jack nodded solemnly but didn’t say anything.

Toni got up and went around the counter, grabbed the bottle of Crown and a new glass. She filled her new glass halfway. “More whiskey, Jack?”

Jack shook his head and picked up his still half-full glass.

“Whiskey Jack. I like the sound of that. Fits you. Just like the little bird, come flying in out of nowhere, all friendly-like, share a little of whatever I got, then fly away again. I used to love those birds when I was a kid.”

“My grandpa called those camp robbers.”

“Ain’t stealing if it was given to you.”

Jack looked around the room and spotted what appeared to be the original ‘Bubba’s Bar’ sign on a far wall. “I assume that you are not Bubba.”

“It’s my bar, but Bubba’s been dead for, oh eighty years now. He was my grandma’s second husband. Her first husband owned a lumber mill and thousands of acres of land, hence all the nice wood here. But Bubba was a Southern boy with little taste for work, and he whittled it all down to this bar. Thought it would be the biggest thing ever with the repeal of Prohibition. Then he drank hisself to death and left my grandma to run it with a three-year old daughter.”

Jack wasn’t sure how to respond, so he let the silence hang in the air.

“You don’t talk much, do you, Whiskey Jack? Well, my name’s Toni, and I’ve spent my whole life behind this bar. I know everyone who’s fucked everyone in this God-forsaken county for damn near sixty years, so when I tell you welcome to Hell, you better believe me. I know this county. The people here are either trying to leave, can’t leave, or waiting to die.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.” Jack cleared his throat nervously and downed the rest of his drink, concerned his welcome was wearing thin.

“Don’t be. It ain’t all bad. Can’t be, or they wouldn’t have named it Rainbow Valley. Rainbow Lake, Rainbow County, Rainbow City. Fucking rainbows everywhere. At least the Board of Tourism makes money selling bumper stickers to all those people who come up from San Francisco for the Rainbow fucking Festival.”

Jack laughed. “I didn’t realize it was that kind of a festival.”

“Wasn’t. Up until around 1980 or so. Then San Francisco went ape shit over rainbows. Now it’s a goddamn fuck-fest every year. I remember when it was just a county fair and the only Rainbows were the girls from the Masonic Lodge. You a Mason?”

“No.” He made to stand.

“You need help getting back? I could arrange a ride for you.”

“That is very kind of you, Toni. You have been very helpful and generous, but I think I can make it back on my own.”

Toni watched him carefully get up and balance himself with his cane. “You never did say why you moved here. You gonna?”

Jack stopped and looked at her with a bemused smile. “You’re pretty forward, aren’t you?”

“And you’re pretty judgmental, for someone who’s had four fingers of whiskey before the cock finishes crowing.”

Jack nodded. “That I am. It’s a bad habit I’m trying to break. I apologize for my lack of reciprocation of your hospitality.”

“Big words confuse me.” She pulled out another cigarette and pointedly turned back to face the bar.

Jack hesitated for a moment, then moved back to the barstool and sat again. “My uncle passed away. He left me his place out here, and I’ve got no place better to be.”

“I’m sorry to hear about your uncle.”

“Thank you.”

Toni took a long pull off her cigarette and stared at herself in the mirror behind the bar. Jack got the impression she had won that staring contest before.

“You Bobby Ratchet’s nephew?” she asked.

“That’s right. You knew him?”

Toni leaned her head back and blew another long pillar of smoke up into the air before turning to look at Jack.

“I caught the family resemblance. I hope you brought boots with you, Whiskey Jack, ’cause I’m afraid you just stepped into a big ol’ steaming pile of shit.”

Toni went around the backside of the bar again. This time she brought the bottle of Crown back with her. Instead of filling her glass though, she filled Jack’s.

“Don’t worry. I’ll get you a ride. Meanwhile, we have a little talking to do, and you’re gonna want this.” She pushed the glass towards him. “Even if it’s just to look at. Unless you smoke?” She offered her pack of cigarettes to him.

He waved them away. “No thanks. I don’t.”

“You may change your mind here in about two minutes.” She sat the pack on the bar. “First, let me say I’m sorry about your family.” Her demeanor softened. “Bobby told me about the shooting, or at least what he knew of it.”

At the mention of it, Jack’s chest tightened and he fought to remain in control, to keep the feelings from overwhelming him again. How long does it take to die?

If Toni noticed Jack’s reaction, she didn’t show it. “He came in pretty shook up after he heard about your wife and little girl. Needed a beer to calm his nerves. He already had his flight reservation to go see you in the hospital, but he couldn’t get one soon enough to suit him.” She didn’t look at Jack. Her eyes flitted along the rows of bottles lit by the lights behind the bar. “That was the last time I saw him.”

She lit another cigarette and pointedly crushed out the shorter one before turning to look at Jack.

“I liked your uncle. He was good people. That’s why I feel I have to tell you this.” Her eyes flicked around the room as if she was making sure they were alone. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’m pretty sure Bobby was murdered.”

“My uncle died of a heart attack.” Jack said levelly.

She ignored his glance.

 “Yeah, that’s what everyone heard. But listen to me for a minute. Bobby lived here for what? A year and a half?” She rubbed at her nose absently.

“Less, I think.”

“He didn’t have no one else around here. And you were his only family. He talked about you all the time.” She glanced at him, gauging his reaction.

Jack nodded.

“Bobby took to walking down here most nights and having a beer and dinner. Needless to say, I got to know him a bit. I ain’t exactly shy, in case you didn’t notice. After a while, we started having pretty good talks about things, and he opened up about some things that were bothering him. I guess he got the land from a brother-in-law?”

Jack nodded. “He was the last relative of his sister’s husband, by relation or marriage.”

“And you’re Bobby’s last relative?” She grunted to herself, “You’re the end of the line. I’d watch my back real careful, if I was you.”

Jack grimaced, “I try.”

“Two weeks before he died, Bobby told me he thought his brother-in-law had been murdered. I just kinda rolled my eyes at him.”

“But you believe it now?”

She waved a hand dismissively. “He said someone had been messing around on his property. People around here always mess around on other people’s properties. If not to steal something, then to find a quiet place to get high, or get laid. It’s a typical thing here, but Bobby insisted this was different.

“He claimed it was like someone was watching him, or looking for something. He couldn’t prove anything. Said it was little things like three or four cigarette butts under a tree, or the barn door lock being on backwards. I figured he was just getting old. It was just him rattling around that huge farm, after all.” She took a last drag off her cigarette and added it to the growing pile in the glass. It hissed as the remaining liquid put out the ember.

Toni sighed deeply, steeling herself. She eyed Jack, as if reassuring herself she should confide in him, before she continued. “I had a friend, Judy, who worked at the funeral home.” She picked up her other glass and sipped her whiskey. “Rainbow fucking Funeral Home,” she muttered.

“I had introduced Judy to Bobby a while back, so when his body came through she recognized him right off. And she’s seen enough to know that things weren’t right.”

“What kind of things?”

 “Things like someone who has money getting the quick and quiet cremation service usually reserved for transients and indigents.” She paused and looked at him askew. “Things like bruises around his throat. Scrapes and cuts on his face.”

Jack stared at her for a moment. “They said they found him out on the property where he’d had a heart attack and fallen into a pile of rocks. All of the bruises and scrapes could easily have come from that.”

“They could. And that’s what everyone was told they were from. The officials didn’t agree with Judy that the bruises had the shape of a shirt cuff and buttons. Just like as if someone had put him in a choke hold.” She eyed Jack hard, her mouth a grim line. “And the police didn’t agree that a hole in the back of Bobby’s skull the size of your fist was unusual!” Her voice quieted. “But they weren’t here the day before Bobby died. When Bobby told me he thought he figured out who was watchin’ him and why.”

Jack shuddered. “Did he say who?”

Toni shook her head. “Didn’t say why, neither. Just said he didn’t want to point no fingers ’til he could prove it.”

They sat in silence for a long moment as she finished her cigarette. “That was the day before he found out the death of your wife and daughter. He had a rough day, that day. It showed on his face. He was a haunted man and he didn’t want to talk much, I suppose. I reckon I was one of the last ones to see him alive. Spent a good bit of time wondering if there was anything I could have done. At least I did, ’til Judy …”

 “Judy seen a lot of dead people over the years, and she told me she was positive what happened to him. Made me wish I’d believed him more, wonder if I could have helped. But I only kinda believed her, you know? Figured she maybe had a little thing for Bobby. Maybe she was seeing somethin’ that wasn’t there. Then Judy turned up dead.” She dropped her eyes to the floor. “Now I figure the only thing I might’ve done is delay his murder or get kilt myself.

 “If only I woulda listened to them. They needed my help, and I didn’t listen …” Toni’s voice trailed off into her thoughts.

Daddy?

His daughter’s words came again.

How long does it take to die?

Jack’s vision blurred. His wife. His daughter. And now his uncle?

Jack swooned on the stool. Toni caught him by the arm and balanced him so he wouldn’t fall. “Damn it.” She muttered.


FOUR

 

 

Jack waved a final thank you to the battered car as it turned around. Two quick honks floated back to him as it headed back to the highway. Jack watched the departing car for a moment. He leaned on the cane to steady himself and took a deep breath of the fresh air.

The old porch floorboards creaked under his weight as he looked out into the walnut orchard surrounding the old three-story Victorian style house. The thick foliage of the trees cast deep shadows, making the orchard a cavernous, immaculately groomed forest.

Jack had spent several hours on the phone months ago arranging caretakers for the property. They had been expensive, but from the look of things they had earned their pay.

Jack could see why his uncle had moved here when he inherited the property. It was a dream-come-true for anyone who had ever wanted to be a farmer. His uncle had been doing most of the work himself, using the equipment he had inherited with the farm, but sitting in a car was still difficult for Jack; trying to stay on a tractor would be laughable at best.

 Jack was feeling better now. The second glass of whiskey had worked its way through his system and he couldn’t feel its effects anymore. When he was still giddy from the whiskey, he had promised Toni he would come back for dinner, but he was beginning to regret it.

The long talk with her had been less than therapeutic. He needed to quiet himself, to regain control of his emotions and his life. He felt foolish for letting her story get to him, for letting his emotions and fears get the better of him. Why would anyone murder his uncle? He had been told there was no break-in and nothing was stolen. There was no possible reason. It had been a heart attack and that was that. Surely, Judy’s death was coincidental and Toni was reading too much into it. People die all the time, and drowning while kayaking alone on the lake at sunrise, as Judy had, was not unheard of.

He looked back to the house. The old wooden porch swing called invitingly to his stiff body. It would be nice to sit there, look out into the orchard for a while, and recompose himself.

Taking a deep breath, he stepped off the porch and down into the driveway. He knew if he stopped pushing his body, stopped using it and started sitting on the porch to watch the world go by, he would lose all he had regained. He would be relegated to official porch sitter and world watcher. That was not why he had survived.

He balanced himself and took his weight off his cane. He stretched his arms wide, arched his back as best as he could, and stretched his whole body. He woke up all the muscles, willing everything to work again.

He looked up at the blue sky above the green of the trees, awed by the contrast. There was not a cloud in the sky.

“Señor Tabor?”

Jack jumped. Recovering his balance, he turned to face the speaker.

“Sì?” Jack easily fell into speaking Spanish. “Señor Torres?” He asked, assuming this was the man he had put in charge of the property’s upkeep.

“It is nice to finally meet you.” The stocky man spoke in English. He held out a calloused and sun-browned hand to Jack, who shook it firmly. “I was surprised when I got the message that you would be arriving, I was under the impression that … Well, that you wouldn’t be traveling much.”

“You had the right impression.” Jack smiled and cocked his head. “I thought you didn’t speak English.” He had spoken with Miguel Torres on the phone more than once while confined to a hospital bed. The fact that the conversations had been in Spanish hadn’t bothered Jack. After years of working with the criminal justice system, Spanish had become a second language to him.

“I thought you didn’t speak English!” Miguel laughed. “You always spoke Spanish when you called me.”

“Everyone who recommended you spoke Spanish, so I just assumed. You have done a wonderful job here.” Jack gestured wide with his arm.

“Not me. This old man just struts and yells at the boys to keep his place in the hen house. Can I show you around?”

“Please.”
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Miguel walked slowly as he led Jack to the barn, enjoying the conversation rather than making sure Jack could keep up. Jack was impressed with the size of the farm, and found the irony of the name, The Gardner’s Patch, amusing. Miguel pointed out that the buildings on the far side of the highway were all part of the ranch. Uncle Bobby had clearly been out of his league to try to run the place by himself. Jack said as much to Miguel.

Miguel nodded slowly as he opened up a doublewide door on one of the three barns on the lakeside of the highway. “One man can run this place, but it is hard work. He would have had to take care of everything himself until harvest season and then scramble like hell to find enough workers to help him. Workers he could trust. That is the hardest part around here.”

He walked over to an army green ATV that looked like a golf cart with six wheels and offered Jack the keys.

Jack waved them off. “I think I’ll just sightsee today.” He moved to the passenger side and carefully worked himself in one leg at a time, stuffing his cane between the seats.

“Did you know the Gardners? The people who owned the land before my uncle?”

“Sure. Most everyone in Rainbow County knew them. Jim Gardner was a major presence locally. Up until twenty years ago this was still a very small rural area, everyone knew everyone. I remember when they used to have the Rainbow Festival here. They did that for, oh, five or six years. Some kind of argument over the county fairgrounds, if I remember right.” Miguel started the vehicle and grabbed the two levers it had in place of a steering wheel. The ATV lurched forward, and they were out of the garage and into the sun.

“In fact, I remember coming here one Easter when I was just married. They had hidden plastic eggs with money in them all through the orchard.” He waved toward the trees. “They weren’t walnut trees back then, they were apple. One of the kids found an egg with fifty dollars in it. That was a lot of money back then.” He looked at Jack.

“The Gardners did a lot for this county. You’ll find their name all over it: the park, the senior center, the fairgrounds, the streets.” He pulled one lever back and pushed the other forward to turn onto a well-worn dirt road that circled the orchard.

“What happened to them?” Jack asked over the sound of crunching gravel.

“I heard his wife died from a stroke or something, long time in the hospital, that kind of thing. He died a couple of years back. Tractor accident.” They reached the end of the orchard and the road ended into the main highway.

“Hold on.” Miguel said as he got out and opened an aluminum gate attached to the rickety barbed wire fence running along the highway. He got back in and drove through before getting out again and shutting the gate behind him. He repeated the whole ritual with the gate on the other side of the highway.

 “Too many people pull into open roads to allow the gates to be left open, this limits our liability,” he explained. “Your liability.” He nodded at Jack. “Plus, about five years ago there was a rash of walnut tree thefts.”

Jack laughed, enjoying the ride, the sun, and the company. It had been a long time since he had really enjoyed anything.

“I’m serious,” Miguel told him. “The bottom of the walnut trees, the burl, is very valuable. It is used for making veneer. Someone stole a bunch of trees in the middle of the night from various orchards.”

“Really?”

Miguel nodded his head. “The gates won’t stop someone like that, of course, but it stops them from driving in and scouting it out during the day.”

Jack shook his head in disbelief. “That’s just not right. I imagine people get really upset when their trees get stolen. I mean it took years to grow it big enough to produce fruit and then …” Jack’s voice faded.

“Yeah, pretty messed up. Most farmers roll with it, though. It’s the water thing that really pisses them off.”

“What water thing?”

Miguel deftly avoided a rock as he answered. “A hundred years ago, the neighboring county bought the water rights to the lake. Really screwed a lot of farmers but the county officials were kind of in on it at the time and lined their pockets pretty well, so they didn’t care. As a result, most of the farmers around here have to buy their water from the other county, even though it is already right here and upstream from the ones who own it.”

Jack’s eyebrows furrowed. “I seem to remember that California law grants riparian rights to the land owner adjacent to a body of water.”

Miguel laughed. “It does. But those people lining their pockets a hundred years ago knew what they were doing! The law says that the water can only go the parcel that is adjacent to the water, and that it can only go to the smallest parcel that ever existed, not the one that currently exists. So if you buy a bunch of land and consolidate it into one parcel, you can’t suddenly water all of that land with the water, you’re still stuck only being able to water the small one. And these guys who bought the water rights to the lake went around most of the lake and bought up very small strips of land. Only a very few already established farms with smart owners, like this one, didn’t get permanently screwed.”

“So all of the farms around here have to buy their water?”

“Most of them, yeah. Unless they have springs up on the mountains, like this one.”

“So this one has both? I guess this one is a pretty lucky one to have!”

They scooted around a cluster of buildings as large as a city block and Miguel pointed out where the old fruit drier was housed and where the walnuts and almonds used to be air dried. “Modernization has changed all of that now. Now we just sell the nuts and fruit and let the companies worry about what to do with them.” He glanced at Jack, “I’m glad, actually. Less work for us, and we don’t have to update all the equipment all of the time. I hear that the almonds all have to be pasteurized now.” He shook his head. “Too damn many laws about too damn many stupid things to keep up with.”

 Jack pondered the idea that there might be more to the whole farming thing than he had ever imagined as they followed the dirt road. It twisted and turned its way up the side of a small mountain covered in dried grass, scrub oak, and occasional oak trees.

 “What kind of tree is that with the red peeling bark?” Jack asked over the sound of the gravel and the motor.

Miguel followed Jack’s outstretched finger. “Madrone. The Indians used to chew the berries or make tea out of them or something. Tastes like hell. Don’t ever try it. Makes pretty good firewood though.”

At a switchback, Jack could see out over the lake and back down to the house and barns where they had started. The sun was bright and hot, making the blue water and the green trees below seem like a beckoning oasis surrounded by the brown mountains. The farm below sprawled around the contour of the lake, the highway splitting it in two. He really could not imagine his uncle trying to take care of it all alone.

“Did the Gardners have any children?” Jack asked.

Miguel pushed and pulled levers to steer around another switchback. “Three. I went to school with the youngest. William. Billy, we called him. He died up here a bit further.” He nodded up the hill. “Slipped and fell a hundred feet off the rocks, broke his neck. His sister, Charlotte, died in a car accident when she was seventeen. Rumor went around that it was drugs and alcohol. And the oldest, James Jr., was killed in ’Nam.”

Jack let that hang in the air for a while. The ATV topped a hill that overlooked a smaller valley filled with row after row of grape vines. Miguel stopped to take in the view. Jack whistled.

“How big is this place?” Jack knew it was over ten thousand acres, but knowing that and being in it were two very different things.

“Big. This is the real moneymaker here. Looks to be a good harvest coming in, too.” He waved an arm expansively at the neatly groomed rows. “These are all dry-grown. That means we don’t water them. It makes for a much smaller grape, but a much more intense flavor. In the past, Mr. Gardner actually had wineries bidding on his harvest. If I had to guess, I would say this is where the majority of his wealth came from.

“In recent years, lots of people have planted vineyards so the supply has gone way up and the price way down, but I am sure we will be able to find a buyer for these.” Miguel drove down to the nearest plants and stopped. He reached out and gently caressed a small cluster of purple grapes in his large calloused hand.

“These will be ready for harvest in a couple of weeks. I need to get my act together and find a buyer.” He gave Jack a ‘you know how it is’ look.

“What if we don’t find one?”

“Then there is no point in wasting the time and money to pick the grapes.”

Jack thought momentarily. “Can we make our own wine?”

Miguel hesitated for a moment before answering. “Of course. But without permits and licensing, we couldn’t sell it. Not to mention we would need a winemaker to blend the wine and make it drinkable.” He pulled off his straw cowboy hat and anxiously ran his fingers through his hair.

Jack waited a moment and then pressed Miguel. “What’s on your mind?”

Miguel shut off the motor. They both gazed out at the yellowed mountains around the valley for a long moment before Miguel spoke. “My son has been begging me to ask to you about something ever since you hired me. My son, he … My son went to school to be a vintner, and this,” he again waved his arm expansively, “is a winemaker’s dream. My son would like to ask you if he could make your wine.”
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“Thanks for the tour.” Jack grunted as he wormed his way out of the seat of the ATV. The inside of the garage was hot and smelled of exhaust.

“We just scratched the surface. I still haven’t gone all the way around the property myself.” Miguel slipped out of his seat with ease. “I sent a team of guys around to check the fences when you first hired me on, but to be honest they didn’t bother with the old property line fence, just the ones around the highway. And the vineyard to keep the deer out. They’ll eat the hell out of a grape vine. And roses.” He came around and offered Jack a hand, which was gratefully accepted.

“When I was a kid, I remember a fantastic rose garden behind the main house over there. There are still a few bushes, but nothing like it was. I am sure the deer ate them all.”

“What about that huge pumpkin patch? I didn’t see any fence around that. Deer don’t like those?” Jack brushed dust off his pants and stood up straight, stretching his sore back.

“You noticed the pumpkins, huh?” Miguel looked a little sheepish.

“They were hard to miss. That is the biggest pumpkin patch I have ever seen.”

“I, uh …” Miguel took off his hat again and rubbed the back of his neck nervously. “I really didn’t expect to see you come out here this year—or ever, to be honest.”

Jack nodded in understanding. He had still been an invalid in a hospital bed when he hired Miguel to keep up the farm.

“When I was a kid they had a harvest festival out here in the fall and I was hoping to do that this year.” Miguel toed at the dirt boyishly.

Jack reached out and gently slapped Miguel’s shoulder. “When I hired you and told you to run this place as you saw fit, I meant it. I thought that you understood that was why your salary is a percentage of profits.”

Miguel looked up gratefully from where his boot had worn a small trench in the dust. He nodded, “I know. I just felt like I might have been overstepping my bounds planning a festival on the property, especially with you living here now.”

Jack smiled. “There’s nothing I’d like more than to see a bunch of kids out here picking pumpkins for Halloween. Can we afford to give them away? How much did it cost to grow them?”

Miguel laughed. “If we sell about half of them to the local market we can give the rest away
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