
[image: cover.jpg]


By KATE SHERWOOD

NOVELS

Beneath the Surface

Lost Treasure

Shying Away

Dark Horse

Out of the Darkness

Of Dark and Bright

NOVELLAS

More Than Chemistry

Published by DREAMSPINNER PRESS

http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com


[image: img1.png]


Copyright

Published by

Dreamspinner Press

5032 Capital Circle SW
Ste 2, PMB# 279
Tallahassee, FL 32305-7886 

USA

http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the authors imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Beneath the Surface
Copyright © 2012 by Kate Sherwood

Cover Art by L.C. Chase 
http://www.lcchase.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Dreamspinner Press, 5032 Capital Circle SW, Ste 2, PMB# 279, Tallahassee, FL 32305-7886, USA.
http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/

ISBN: 978-1-61372-687-7

Printed in the United States of America

First Edition

August 2012

eBook edition available

eBook ISBN: 978-1-61372-688-4




Chapter 1

[image: img2.png]







THE community hall was packed when Caleb Sinclair edged through the propped-open doorway. It was early spring and the night air was still cool, almost cold, but too little of it was getting inside; the place was stifling. The windows, above eye-level in the high-ceilinged room, hadnt been opened in living memory. Caleb pulled his jacket off and noticed that the buzz of conversation in the room was more subdued than it had been just moments before. Then the volume flared up again, and he winced at the familiar pattern, the surprised quiet followed by the catty gossip.

He turned to his friend Matt, standing hesitantly beside him, and forced a grin onto his face. At least this time theyre staring at you, not me.

But Matt Dean was used to being the towns golden boy, and apparently he wasnt ready to joke about the change in his fortune. Maybe I should leave, he suggested quietly.

Why? Caleb demanded. Its your town as much as theirs, right? He waited, then raised an eyebrow, reminding Matt that the choice of words wasnt accidental. When Caleb had come out of the closet, Matt had stood by him without question or hesitation, and had given more pep talks than anyone should ever be asked to. Caleb was more than happy to return the favor of friendship now. Besides, its not your fault. Its not even your parents fault.

I dont think many of the people here agree with you on that.

Bullshit. Caleb looked around the overcrowded room; he didnt think they had a chance of finding seats, but he hoped they could find somewhere to stand, somewhere farther from the exit Matt seemed so eager to use. The bitchy ones are the loudest, but that doesnt mean theyre the biggest group. Besides, nothings decided yet. Thats the whole point of the meeting.

Matt didnt look convinced, but he trailed along as Caleb led the way to the back corner of the room. They edged in next to Mr. Shackleton, who had taught them both geography years ago in high school, and nodded a greeting as a thin, past-middle-age woman made her way onto the low stage at the front of the room. Hazel McAllister, the mayor. She fumbled with the microphone, then cleared her voice and spoke to the quieting crowd.

Thank you all for coming out tonight. I know you have some concerns, and I have some concerns, as well. But hopefully we can get some information here, and at least have a better idea of whats going on. Whats being proposed.

The mayor looked over toward the small group of strangers sitting in the front row. Caleb couldnt see their faces, but their backs were almost uniformconservative haircuts and white collars just showing above dark business suits. There was one woman with them; her dark hair was coiled into a bun and she was also wearing a sedate jacket, although it was in a rich cream color. Caleb looked around at the rest of the crowd and saw the familiar baseball caps and cowboy hats, the shaggy hair above worn work shirts, and almost smiled. It was pretty damned obvious who the outsiders were. He glanced over toward Matt; hed had the sense to dress casually, at least. Italian loafers instead of work boots, but that was probably just as well. It had been a long time since Matt had worked on a farm, and everyone in the room knew it. They wouldnt have appreciated it if theyd thought he was wearing a costume.

And how stupid was it that Caleb had to worry about that? That Matt had to worry about it? Matt Dean, a local boy whod left town only long enough to get his medical degree before returning to help address the areas critical doctor shortage…. Matt had to worry about how he was presenting himself to the community. He had to prove himself to the people hed grown up with.

For the first time, Caleb wondered whether he was doing Matt a favor, standing by him. Was Matts friendship with the communitys only openly gay man just one more way that Matt was defying community values?

Then one of the well-dressed men from the front row stood up and started for the stage. His shoulders were a little distracting: broad, almost rangy, tapering to a slim waist and tight ass. His suit fit so well it must have been custom-made. Or else bought at a store that specialized in dressing superheroes. Clark Kent and this guy would be the stores main clients. And then the man turned around, and Caleb forgot all about the shoulders.

He was a superhero. He had to be. Nobody was that good-looking in real life; nobody had a jaw that chiselled, or eyes that blue. Maybe in Hollywood, but not in Rocky Creek, Ontario.

The mans smile wasnt wide, didnt seem overdone, but Caleb felt its warmth like a fire on a cold day. And his voice had just the right tone, deep and strong, as he said, On behalf of Caplan International, thank you for coming to meet with us. My name is Peter Carr, and Im really happy to be here in Rocky Creek. Its a beautiful part of the country, and I can absolutely understand why youre all so worried about protecting it. I hope that when were done here, youll agree with us that our project is not the threat it has initially appeared to be.

There was a stir in the crowd as people turned to their neighbors to discuss this new wrinkle. More than a few women already looked convinced, and the men seemed a little more favorably disposed as well. Peter Carr didnt just look the right way, he also said the right things.

Caleb was mostly just glad that the crowds attention was off Matt; the rest of the night would unfold as it would, and Caleb could return to his favorite position: unnoticed on the sideline. With the trouble he was having keeping himself from staring at the beautiful man in front of the room, it was just as well that he wasnt being observed too closely.

Carr waited for the crowd to settle down, then continued. Weve got a lot of experts here to talk to you today, and I think their information is important. I think its essential that you all understand that were not just charging into this. Weve done our homework, were being careful, and we know what were doing. But I think the other important thing about meetings like this is for us to make it clear that were not faceless monsters attacking you from the city. Were people too. We have families, and places that we love, and we understand your concerns. We do. He seemed so sincere, so kind. His smile was gentle, and he let the audience buzz a little before resuming at just the right time. So Im going to turn the stage over to the experts. Weve got… well, theres a lot of engineers. Sorry about that. He grinned at the men in the front row as if sharing an old joke. But theres also an economist, and an ecologist… Im a lawyer, but I dont reallyanother quick grinI dont really do lawyer stuff, if that makes sense. Its my job to make sure were not breaking any laws, but also to make sure that were working with people in the most cooperative, respectful way, to keep us all out of court. He nodded as if reinforcing that message, then stepped to the side. So now Im going to introduce Riva Singh, the project engineer for this job.

That was maybe their first misstep, Caleb decided. The engineer was beautiful and poised, and when she started speaking, explaining their plans, she sounded like any other Canadian. But her skin was dark, her last name wasnt Dutch or German or British, and for the insular community of Rocky Creek, that was enough to label her an outsider. A foreigner, regardless of where she was born. There wasnt much open racism in the community, but that didnt mean there wasnt plenty of it under the surface.

But the engineer seemed oblivious to any of those undercurrents. She took Peter Carrs place on the podium and raised a remote control, clicking it until the ceiling-mounted projector sent an image to the screen behind her. A beautiful shot of the fertile farmland they all lived in, looking out toward the lake, and Caleb was pretty sure he knew the exact spot it was taken from in the provincial park. He could see his own property, and he realized again just how close it was to the proposed pit. The engineer was talking, explaining technical details in clear, straightforward terms, but Caleb had trouble paying attention. This was really happening. That was his farm, his home, nestled in right next to the proposed site.

When Singh was done, a few other experts stood up and gave their reports, explaining how the quarry would help the local economy and wouldnt hurt the environment. The slides kept coming, showing graphs and charts, long reports with key phrases highlighted and enlarged to a legible size, and lots of shots of people. Happy engineers in the lab, smiling over positive reports. Happy construction workers in hard hats, operating heavy equipment. Happy families driving happy cars down happy roadways paved with happy aggregates. It was over the top, in Calebs opinion, but he couldnt deny that the tension in the room had lowered considerably. Happy engineers talking to happy townsfolk, apparently.

Which was more than a little awkward. Caleb glanced sideways and saw Matts frown, and was reassured. He wasnt the only one who didnt like how things were going. But he wasnt sure there was much Matt could do about any of it, not from the position he was in.

A final slide, and then Peter Carr returned to his place at the podium, smiling out at the audience as if they were all his best friends. I know that was a lot of information all at onceweve got printed reports for you to take home and read over, and all of this is also available at our website. Like I said, were committed to being open and honest about this entire process. Were not here to shove the quarry down your throats; were convinced that once you think about it, you wont really have any objections to it. Another warm smile, and then he said, So, thank you all for coming. Thats the end of our presentation, but were all planning to stick around for a while, to answer any questions you have, one-on-one. Ill remind you who everyone is: Rivas our project engineer, Malcolm can answer economic questions, and Seans our ecologist. If youd just like general questions answered, Id be happy to help you with that. So, thanks again for coming out, and drive safe.

That was it? They were being dismissed? It made sense, Caleb realized. A full-group question period would give people a chance to hear their neighbors objections, and could fire the crowd back up to the way it had been before the meeting started. So they were all being managed, just as theyd been managed right through the rest of the presentation. Caleb didnt want to get involved; he wanted to lean back into the shadows and let things flow by him. But he remembered his own words from earlier, the ones Matt had spoken to him years before. It was his town as much as anyone elses, and he had as much responsibility as they did to ensure that it wasnt ruined. And, of course, it was his farm that was right next to the damn pit.

How many jobs? he said quickly, his voice loud enough to carry over the rustling of people getting ready to leave. You said youre bringing jobs to the community, but you didnt give a number. And you didnt say whether theyd be jobs people around here might be able to fill, or whether youll be bringing in people from outside.

The crowd stilled, but Peter Carrs smile was as warm and relaxed as ever. It was almost overwhelming when he turned it, full force, toward Caleb. Thats a good question. I think Malcolm is going to be setting up over by the windows, there, and Im sure he can answer that for you.

It might be a question a lot of people would like to hear the answer to, Caleb forced himself to say. Damn it, everyone was looking at him, and he could feel the heat rising to his face. But it was his town, his farm, so he continued. You guys are all about efficiency, right? So itd probably be most efficient to give your answer to the whole group. And youre all about openness, so you wouldnt want to give the impression that youre trying to keep people from hearing something….

Of course we arent, Peter said reassuringly, with another smile. I just dont want to hold people up. Maybe… why dont we take a short break, to give people who need to be somewhere else a chance to escape, and then well see where we are. He nodded toward the crowd, giving them permission to move. The pause was long and a bit awkward, but nobody stirred. Peters smile still seemed relaxed, but Caleb wondered whether that was all part of the act. Okay, then. Youre all interested in hearing about the jobs. Great. Malcolm, can I pass this over to you?

Sure, yeah, Malcolm said, stepping up to the front of the room. Well, were not sure about jobs right now, to be honest. Were currently employing about fifty people, with the agricultural operation. The quarry would be more labor intensivemore jobs per acre. So we might lose some of the farming jobs, but wed have more jobs overall, and wed absolutely try to hire the farm workers for new jobs in the quarry, assuming they were interested. So, a net increase, for sure. He paused as if hoping he was done, but he read the room well enough to know that he wasnt. You guys want a number. The problem iswe dont know. The more land we work at once, the more jobs well have, but the shorter time the jobs will last. Were still working out plans on that, and I really cant give you a firm number. I dont want to mislead you.

Caleb wasnt sure whether the man was being evasive or honest, but he seemed to be done speaking, and the crowd was apparently going to accept that. Caleb wondered if he had the courage to push any further. He hadnt really cared about the jobs, not for himself; there were other things that concerned him a lot more. It had been his weak attempt to play to the crowd, but it obviously hadnt worked all that well. No big surprise, really; hed half expected some of them to storm out of the place in protest for him daring to open his mouth. But there were questions that needed to be asked, and people needed to hear the answers. Caleb took a deep breath.

But he didnt have to speak again. What about the water? It was Mr. Shackleton, the geography teacher. Youre planning to go a long way below the water table, right? And the quarrying will produce a lot of silt, and there will be fuel and oil and whatever else introduced into the runoff. Were upstream from an internationally recognized bird sanctuary, and the wetlands there are crucial to a number of species. You said you were confident that the water could be cleaned. I dont share your confidence.

This time, the pause was only awkward for the Caplan representatives. The community members were getting their energy back, the indignation that had brought them to the meeting returning, and they swiveled back to face the front of the room, waiting for an answer.

The ecologist was the logical one to answer, but he kept his back turned to the audience, even when Peter Carr leaned over and nudged him. Finally, it was Carr who stood up. Im sorry to hear that youre not confident. Thats something that worries me… its absolutely our goal to have you all feel comfortable with the process.

Lets stop worrying about the process and start worrying about the facts. It was Carol Diefenbaker speaking. She and her husband worked one of the farms right next to the proposed quarry land. The back of their property lined up with the back of Calebs, and he knew her well. Well enough to know that she was a pit bull; she didnt look for trouble, but if it found her, she bit down hard and didnt let go. The Caplan folks had better brace themselves. Caleb smiled, and saw Matt grinning beside him. Its great that you want us to be confident and comfortable, but that doesnt count for much if were confident and comfortable in the wrong damn things! I want to know that my well is safe, and I want to be able to enjoy my property without worrying about shaking and dust and noise coming from next door! I want to be able to drive down the road without having to deal with hundreds of gravel trucks. Hundreds, thats what I heard! And, yeah, I want to know about the jobs, and the wetlands, and all the rest of it. Youve given us a lot of nicely polished bullshit tonight, and if youre getting out of the farming business, then you really dont need any of that for fertilizer!

Yeah!

Caleb couldnt tell who said it first, but it was soon followed by whooping and agreement and applause, and the crowd that had been about to file away and go home was suddenly alive, involved, and angry. Just like they damn well should be. It was their town too, and they shouldnt let some slick talker from the city pull the wool over their eyes. It didnt matter that the man was beautiful, not if he was using his looks to do ugly things.

Caleb smiled in triumph and looked toward the front of the room to see the beautiful man staring back at him. His expression was strange. He didnt seem angry, and he certainly didnt look intimidated. He was absorbing the noise of the room as if they were cheering for him, and he was looking at Caleb with what really seemed to be gratitude. He was glad that Caleb had spoken up, happy that all of this was happening. But Caleb had no idea why.
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YOU are an arrogant son of a bitch, Carr. Riva Singh shook her head in familiar exasperation. Youre happy things blew up like that, arent you? Just so youd have a bigger challenge to fix?

Peter shrugged. Im happy, yeah. But its not about the challenge, not really. Its justits nice to see the system working, you know?

How the hell was that the system working? That was the system getting all screwed up by a bunch of redneck locals who cant just go along with the damn plan. Riva was sitting in the passenger seat as Peter drove the company sedan. It was just as well that she wasnt driving, because she was pretty worked up.

Peter smiled, but he was careful to keep his face turned forwardfocusing his attention on the dark country road, and also preventing Riva from seeing his expression. Theyd had this conversation before, and theyd probably have it again. They were the troubleshooting team for a multinational corporation that tended toward ambitious, controversial projects. They worked well together and were good friends, but that didnt mean they agreed on much… including the value of democratic debate. Its the adversarial system. They give their best arguments, we give ours, and we find the truth somewhere in the middle. We find the best path. I mean… the company needs to know that people have their eyes on it, right? We wouldnt bother with all the environmental stuff, all the community-building, if we didnt have to. And we wouldnt have to if we didnt know that people were going to be attacking us every time we try to build something new. Were all playing our parts. Just because theyd had the argument before didnt mean Peter couldnt still sound passionate about it all. He threw in a charming, earnest smile for good measure, but Riva had known him long enough to be immune.

No. My part is overseeing a project. My part is making sure that things are built as efficiently as possible, on time and on budget, without interference or complication. Thats my part.

Yup. Peter refused to be bothered. Partly because he knew that was what would aggravate Riva the most, but it was also his natural disposition. Life was interesting, but it wasnt something to get upset about. Things would happen as they would, and he would make sure everything worked out, one way or the other. That was his strength, and he took advantage of it whenever he could. Thats your part. And their part is stirring up a fuss and scrutinizing everything we do and keeping us honest.

And your part? Does your part mostly involve sitting back and laughing at all of us?

I wouldnt say mostly, no. Peter grinned as he pulled the car into the parking spot in front of Rivas motel room. Its a minor aspect of the job. But it is my favorite.

Its all just a game, huh? Rivas voice was more serious than Peter had anticipated, and he turned to look at her. Her face was lit by the motels exterior lights, and he could see her eyes, big and brown, turned toward him.

Whats up, Riva? He was tired, but Riva was a friend, and he made sure his tone was gentle. I mean, is there something going on that you want to talk about? He was happy to hear what she had to say, but if she didnt want to discuss it, that was fine too. They were friends, but that didnt mean there were no boundaries.

But, as usual, Riva was ready to share. She sighed and dramatically flopped back against the leather seats. Do you ever get tired of it? Traveling all over the place, staying in dumps like this, turning peoples lives upside down?

Are you tired of it? He shifted in his seat so he could face her more easily. Or are you just tired, all round? Youve been putting in a lot of hours the last couple weeks….

Scott asked me to marry him, she said softly.

It caught Peter off guard, and he took a moment to think about it. Hes not living in the fifties. He doesnt expect you to quit your job and stay home and cook and clean for him.

No, of course not. Its just… I think maybe I want to. Not the cooking and cleaningyou know me better than that! But maybe I want to settle down. Stop traveling so much. Her expression was almost pleading, as if it was really important to her that he understand. I could find a job at the home office, probably, or if they cant find something for me, I could find another firm. I just… is this all there is, Pete? Just… this?

This? He looked through the windshield at the dingy motel. This is the best place thats close to the site. We usually stay at better hotels. He was pretty sure she was looking for something deeper, but he really had no idea what to say on any of the more fundamental issues. He was good at thinking on his feet, but somehow this sentiment from Riva had knocked him off balance.

Her disappointed look hurt. He deserved it, but he still hated it. And he hated it even more when she forced a cheerful smile onto her face and pulled the car door open. Right. Well, my gray sheets and lumpy mattress are calling to me. Breakfast meeting at seven thirty tomorrow? The rest of the presentation team had just come in for the town meeting, but Peter and Riva were on-site for the full battle.

Sure, Peter agreed. He sat there for a moment as she climbed out of the car, then hurriedly pulled his own door open and got out. Riva?

She turned and waited.

I dont understand. Not yet. But Im going to try to, okay? He waited for her half smile, then added, And congratulations. On the wedding. I meanI assume you said yes?

She nodded. I did.

Okay, then. Congratulations. And say the same to Scott. Hes a lucky man. He grinned to show her that he meant it. Sleep tight.

Riva still didnt look totally satisfied, but she managed a smile as she said, You too. See you in the morning.

She stepped inside her room and closed the door behind her, and Peter headed for his own room two doors down. Riva was right; the motel was a dive. But that wasnt something Peter worried about. And it wasnt something Riva would normally worry about, either.

He pulled his jacket off and hung it carefully in the closet, then did the same with his belt and pants. His tie and shirt followed, and then he wandered into the bathroom wearing only his socks and underwear. He leaned over the chipped basin and stared at himself in the mirror. Is this all there is? What the hell did that mean?

It wasnt like he worked all the time. Well, according to Marty he did, but Marty had been looking for an excuse to break up for months. Hed said Peter cared more about his job than he did about anybody or anything else, but… that was natural, surely. His job was important, and he was damned good at it. And Marty had never had a problem with spending the money Peter earned from working long hours.

Is this all there is? He looked in the mirror and made a face at himself, then turned in the general direction of Rivas room and made a face at her, as well. They had a job to do, a quarry to promote, and all this soul-searching wasnt going to get the townsfolk on board and the excavation started.

He brushed his teeth and headed back to the main room. He had some reading that needed to be attended to, and some e-mails to answer, and then hed get a good nights sleep and deal with Riva in the morning. Hed deal with the town in the morning too. Everything was going to work out just fine, he decided as he settled into the scratchy sheets over the lumpy mattress. It was all part of the process. 
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THE diner was always busy at breakfast time, but it seemed especially crowded the morning after the town hall meeting. Caleb usually sat at the counter when he came in alone, but there were no stools available. He was thinking about ordering something he could eat in the car when Becky, the owners daughter, frowned in his direction.

You on your own, Caleb? Mind if we stick you at a table with some other folks?

Caleb was fine with it, but he couldnt guarantee the others would be. His stomach tightened a little, but he wouldnt back down. If the other people were homophobic assholes, that was their problem. Yeah, sure, he said, trying to sound relaxed and confident.

Great. Becky was seventeen, maybe five feet tall if she stretched, and she carried herself with the easy authority and purpose of a four-star general. She was totally comfortable as she turned to the couple ahead of Caleb in line. Theres only two of you, right? Mind some company?

Caleb saw the mans nod of acquiescence and tried to figure out why the couples backs looked familiar, but then he got distracted. He didnt want to be as paranoid as Matt accused him of being, but as Becky led the three of them through the crowded restaurant, it really felt like quite a few people were sending dirty looks in his direction. What, it was okay for the fag to eat at the counter, but hed better not mix with the wholesome people at the tables? Were people really that closed-minded?

They reached the table, which Becky wiped with a quick and efficient swipe of her rag, and when the other two people turned to take their seats, Caleb realized the dirty looks hadnt been directed at him. Or, if they had, they had been for consorting with the enemy, not for consorting with same-sex partners.

Peter Carr, the beautiful man from the night before said as he extended his hand. And this is Riva Singh. You were at the meeting last night, right? Asked the first question?

Caleb managed to reach his hand out for the obligatory shake, but he really didnt think he was going to be able to get any words out past the constriction in his throat. He honestly couldnt say whether he was more worried about being seen with the people who were trying to ruin his farm and the entire town, or about trying to eat a meal with the most gorgeous man on the planet. Damn it.

The other two exchanged a barely perceptible glance, then sat down. They were apparently willing to overlook the shy bumbling of a local yokel. Yes, Caleb blurted out. It was far too late; the others probably couldnt even remember what question he was answering. He thought about leaving. The table, the diner, the town, possibly the country. But he would call even more attention to himself if he didnt sit down, so he jerked a chair out and sank into it quickly. The first question, he echoed, even later than his earlier incoherence.

Thanks for that, Carr said with an easy smile. It was good to get the discussion started.

It didnt seem like you wanted any discussion. Caleb honestly wasnt sure where those words had come from. Probably the same mysterious pit that had produced the original question the day before. He busied himself with adding milk and sugar to the coffee Becky was pouring for him.

No, its good. Discussion is a bit messy, sometimes, but… you know. Lots of good things are messy. Carr nodded as if he was agreeing with Caleb. People need to know whats going on. They need the whole picture. I understand that.

And what if they get the whole picture and dont like it? What if more information makes them even more worried about the quarry? Caleb had forgotten his coffee, at least for the moment.

Im sorry, I didnt get your name….

Of course not. Giving a name would have been something a normal person would have done. Im Caleb. Sinclair. Caleb Sinclair. Caleb took a sip from his cup before he started babbling about his middle name, or the names of his dogs, or whatever other nonsense might come out of his addled brain.

Caleb, hi. A brief, dazzling smile, and then the man was right back into his speech. You were there last night, Caleb. Do you really think its possible for people to be more dead set against a project than the crowd was at the start of the meeting? I really think anything we do here can only improve the situation. But then the broad, smooth brow furrowed into a slight frown, and Carr looked over at his partner as if for confirmation. Caleb Sinclair… we sent you a letter, right? I was going to be giving you a call in the next couple days to see if we could set up a meeting.

A meeting? I mean, I got a letter, yeah. Saying what you were planning to do. But whats the meeting for?

You own one of the properties right next door to the proposed site, dont you? Adjacent to the Dean farm?

I dont think they really want it called the Dean farm anymore, Caleb objected. Not when youre about to turn it into a huge hole in the ground.

Oh, okay. Sorry. But thats where you live? Thats why we wanted to set up a meetingyoure one of our closest neighbors, and we wanted to make sure you had all the information you need.

You keep talking about information as if its going to solve everything! Caleb caught himself. He had no idea where this wave of audacity was coming from, but he didnt think the entire diner needed to hear his concerns. He tried to modulate the volume as he said, If you dig as deep as youre planning and my well goes dry or gets contaminated, all the information in the world isnt going to help me out. If the wildlife is scared away by the noise, I dont need information to tell me about it. If the blasting makes my cows milk dry up, you cant inform them back into being productive.

Youre a dairy farmer? I didnt think we had any dairy farms that close. Another look at Riva, this time vaguely accusatory, as if she had been withholding information.

Caleb didnt like having to defend the womans research, but he wasnt going to lie. No, not dairy. I run a few head of beef, thats all. But thats not the point. The point is, if your information tells me that your quarry is going to mess up my farm, Im not going to be happy. And if it tells me that its not going to mess up my farm… I wont believe it. So I dont think information is going to be all that useful.

Carr nodded slowly and then took a thoughtful sip of his coffee. It was impossible to tell whether he was sincerely thinking things over, or whether it was all an act. Finally, he said, We can take baseline measurements. Or you could hire the people to do it, and we could pay for them. Flow and quality of your well water, wildlife populations, noise or lack thereof. And then, if the quarry does affect you negatively, youd have evidence to prove it. We could compensate you accordingly. I mean, I dont think those things are going to happen. But if they doyoud be compensated.

Compensated? Caleb hadnt planned to do it, but he suddenly found himself rising to his feet. Compensated? For the destruction of a farm thats been in my family for five generations? How could you possibly compensate me for that? Hed managed to keep his voice at a reasonable level, at least, but it hadnt really done him any good. The diners patrons had already been monitoring his table pretty closely, and when he stood up, all other conversation had stopped completely. Everyone had heard what hed said, and for a change, the attention sent in his direction seemed generally positive. But he didnt find it much more enjoyable than the negative regard had been. He just wanted to blur into the background and be left alone.

The whole thing was too much. The beautiful man was still looking at him as if he was hoping the conversation would continue, the diners patrons were staring, and Becky just wanted him to sit down and get out of her way so she could get her breakfast specials delivered. I have to go, Caleb said as calmly as he could, and he spun around and headed for the door. He didnt look behind him, didnt even slow down until he was safely out of the diner and behind the wheel of his pickup. He shut the door, took a deep breath, and swore softly. He was a mess, and he had enough on his plate without worrying about the opinion of some handsome stranger from the city.

He needed to put it out of his mind. The town was used to his awkwardness and would forget about his outburst soon enough, and Peter Carr had probably already dismissed him as some sort of crackpot. That was just as well. He shifted the truck into gear and pulled out of the parking lot. He had work to do, things he was good at, and he needed to focus on them. He needed to stop thinking about people staring at him, and about beautiful smiles that could never really be for him.




End of sample
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