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PROLOGUE

 


Nothing brought more pleasure to Ivy Landor
than to sit on her patio with a book of nature poetry while her
three lovely Arabian horses grazed nearby. The munching and
crunching sounds of sugar cube teeth grinding away at clumps of
grass sent tingles up and down her spine. She loved the way her
horses closed their eyes as if feeling totally relaxed and in pure
bliss while grazing. Their soft snorts, an occasional shake of a
mane to eject a fly, the sweet scent of their fur, and even the way
they placed their heads right beside the hooves of another horse,
completely trusting that they won't be kicked, all contributed to
an ambiance like no other.

Hers was a peaceful ranch. All the animals
and humans got along, treated one another with respect, and
understood each others needs. No one could convince her that she
and Wade made the wrong choice nearly twenty years before when they
left the mean streets of Oakland to become newlyweds in a small
rural community in the Eastern Sierra. Those relatives who stayed
behind were battling problems like divorce, teenagers on drugs,
drive-by shootings, and carjackings, not to mention the daily
battles with traffic, overcrowding, and pollution. Ivy and Wade
raised their daughter well, keeping her busy with farm chores, 4H
Club, and a variety of seasonal sports.

At 16, Crystal Landor was one well adjusted
teenager with enough skills to get her far in her upcoming adult
life. Ivy and Wade both contributed to her homeschooling, in
addition to sending her to public school. The elementary school
teachers had suggested that Ivy was putting too much pressure on
her daughter by giving her double-duty with her education, but
Crystal had a natural thirst for knowledge and was the one who
initiated the desire for homeschooling. In all her years, she never
received a grade less than an A, and she scored in the top .05% in
the nation on an IQ test. At Ivy's estimate, Crystal passed her up
in knowledge at the age of 10. Crystal quickly became the family
encyclopedia, the person everyone approached when they had a
question, but were too lazy to look up the answer on the
Internet.

Ivy just wished that Wade and Crystal shared
her love of horses. They had three of them, one for each person in
the family to ride, but the interest just wasn't there. They would
occasionally help clean stalls and toss out the next ration of hay,
but climbing into the saddle was the furthest thing from their
minds. So, Ivy trained and rode all three horses by herself,
knowing that they needed more attention than she alone could give
them.

Though the ranch was only on two acres and
the neighbors were within shouting distance, the majority of them
were retired and led quiet lives. For the first 12 years or so that
the Landors resided on their beloved ranch, there weren't many jobs
in the area, so the demographic was a bit narrow, mostly including
those enjoying retirement, those practicing some form of
agriculture or those who telecommuted, like Ivy. Despite having a
love of the great outdoors, Ivy spent at least 10 hours a day at
her computer doing web design tasks for distant clients. Wade made
a decent living for them repairing and replacing water pumps and
digging wells deeper.

Most homes in their rural community relied on
private wells for water, septic tanks and leach systems for waste
dispersal, and propane tanks for heating. Anyone in any three of
those lines of business did well, because people were willing to
pay anything to get water, flush their toilets, and keep warm.
Business was particularly good for Wade lately, because the demand
for homes in the area had created a boom in the construction
industry, which resulted in the water tables dropping.

However, things were changing. Ivy, being
sensitive to subtleties, noticed that younger families were trying
to move into the area despite there not being any work for them.
They were just trying to go into business for themselves, erecting
coffee huts, Internet cafes and yoga studios. This was an area
where people were either killing cows and pigs for meat, or laying
on their death beds. No one was interested in contorting his
overall-covered body into different positions while concentrating
on his breath. Ivy predicted that many of these younger families
would go out of business and have to leave town within a year of
their arrival. It's important to notice differences in cultures
when you move, and not just assume that the new place has people
with the same interests and values as the old place.

The neighborhood the Landors lived in
consisted of what one would call mini-ranches. The idea was to
create a place for people who wanted to raise small livestock or
just a couple of horses without maintaining crops. It was for
people who made ranching and farming their hobby on a small scale.
When they moved in nearly twenty years before, some furry or
feathered creature could be found at every home: Sheep, goats,
llamas, donkeys, chicken, pot-bellied pigs – you name it. This was
a neighborhood that enjoyed its animals. However, in recent years
as many of the long-time residents either moved on to nursing homes
or passed away, people were moving in who used the land for other
reasons, and the Noah's Ark atmosphere began dissipating.

At first, some just tried planting gardens,
only to find that the soil was inhospitable with packed clay and
river rock and a sprinkling of sand on top. Then people started
knocking down barns and corrals to erect RV garages. Eventually,
people who rode ATVs as a hobby and not for utilitarian purposes of
getting around the ranch started putting together little motocross
tracks on their land, only to discover that their neighbors didn't
like noise, but much preferred to hear the birds chirping and
butterfly wings flapping.

Initially, the old residents won out by
force. The motorized vehicle fanatics learned to ride in appointed
areas outside of residential neighborhoods. If they chose not to
respect their neighbors' requests for quiet, they quickly met the
local sheriff and his deputies. However, Ivy knew it was only a
matter of time before these newbie noise-makers became the
majority. Just as predicted, the coffee huts, Internet cafes and
yoga studios were going out of business, but another kind of
demographic was flooding in. This included men who had some kind of
machine skills, and the county gladly allowed them to operate
businesses out of their garages. Slowly, the croaks of the tree
frog outside of Ivy's office window was being replaced by the hum
of band saws, grinders and polishers.

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


Parting the blinds just enough to not call
attention to the movement in her window, Ivy peered out across her
horse paddock at the moving van next door. Young men were carrying
boxes and furniture down a ramp into the front door of the tiny
one-story ranch house that couldn't have more than a thousand
square feet to it. “I haven't seen any ATVs or motorcycles yet,”
Ivy called out.

“Mom, you're embarrassing me. Could I please
have my room back? I'm trying to study.”

Wade walked in behind them, rubbing his
slightly bloated middle-aged male belly. “I just want to know if
they have food. Do you see anyone bringing trays of baked goods
over here?”

“I think it's the other way around, “ said
Crystal. “We're supposed to bring a welcome-to-the-neighborhood
gift to them.”

Ivy turned away from the blinds. “Nobody's
getting a welcome-to-anything from me until I know they are good
neighbors.”

“Define good neighbors,” said Crystal,
furrowing her brow with that ever-serious face at her mother.

“Nature loving, animal loving, quiet,
peaceful people who respect their neighbors' space.”

“With cookies,” Wade quipped.

“Okay, I've got the idea. I'm heading for the
kitchen now. Crystal, do you want to help?”

“Studying.”

“That's right. I forgot. You guys do know the
story of the Little Red Hen, don't you?”

“I don't know that one,” said Wade. “I just
know the story of the Sneaky Snicker-Doodle Thief.”

“I guess I had better just bake some bread,
then. Or better yet, toss a salad.”

Crystal sighed. “I'll get the chocolate
chips.”

“Big help, Book Bunny. How about getting all
the ingredients and helping me mix while I feed the horses?”

Ivy cut open a fresh bale of hay while the
horses nervously called out for their dinner. She could see that
they were disturbed by the loud noises coming from the moving van
next door. All three worked up a sweat, probably from spooking and
galloping each time they heard another crash. They weren't used to
such noises. The small house next door had been virtually abandoned
for many years, because the woman who lived in it had to take care
of her elderly mother in her mother's house. When her mother died,
she sold the little house next door and chose to live in her
mother's mansion.

Now the horses were gathered in the corner of
the paddock furthest from the van. An old Buick came tearing up the
dirt road into the drive of the house next door, spewing a cloud of
dust behind it. Could this be the new neighbors, Ivy wondered. At
the speed they were driving, she thought they had to be young, but
an older woman exited the driver's seat. Ivy guesstimated that the
woman was in her 60's. She popped the trunk of the car and started
unloading what looked like plastic grocery bags. Ivy disliked it
when people chose plastic. She herself bought canvas bags and
reused them each week at the market. Someone has to care about
their children's and grandchildren's environment more than
convenience.

Ivy tossed a flake of hay into each outdoor
trough, but it took a bit of coaxing to get the horses to break out
of their huddle and approach the furthest troughs. If she didn't
spread out the feed, the horses would start taking pot-shots at
each other, nipping and kicking over the right to claim that food
trough for themselves. Vet bills could get quite expensive,
especially when sedatives, x-rays, stitches, leg wraps, pain
killers, and antibiotics were involved. She could separate them
into different pens, but unfortunately they just chewed the wood
planks to get to each other and both Wade and she tired of always
having to repair fences. It was easier to keep the horses together
and feed them in a controlled routine that they understood. The
chestnut alpha mare always got her serving first, then the gray
mare, and finally the bay gelding. In Ivy's herd, the boy was at
the bottom of the pecking order.

An older model black Chevy truck with a loud
diesel engine roared up the road, scaring the horses toward the
troughs on the opposite end of the paddock. Ivy glared at the
driver in annoyance. This must be the new neighbors. No one who has
lived in this community a while would be that insensitive to how
their driving affects livestock. So far everything about them
reeked of a large city. Los Angeles, she guessed. An ancient
looking man threw open the driver's side door to the truck, swung
his legs out and watched the movers struggling with an upright
piano.

The woman was still carrying plastic bags of
groceries from trunk to house, slamming her trunk shut with each
trip as if worried that the movers might be thieves, despite them
delivering all of her worldly belongings with a tremendous amount
of muscle, care, and attention to detail. The man continued to sit
in his truck either unwilling or unable to help.

 


*****

 


Ivy entered the kitchen to find Crystal
stirring batter and singing, “Oh Susannah” with a southern twang.
Though mostly serious and often in the role of the Devil's
Advocate, Crystal could be quite silly too. Her thick brunette
locks swung at her waist and she bobbed up and down and rocked from
side to side. Wade was in his recliner eating sunflower seeds and
watching a football game, his hair disheveled like Einstein's, but
with less gray, more brown.

“I think we may be safe,” said Ivy. “I don't
think a woman in her 60's and a man in his 80's would be interested
in ATVs and motorcycles.”

“Another retired couple,” said Wade.
“Hallelujah!”

“I think they're a couple, but an odd one at
that. Not many people marry someone 20 years outside of their
generation.”

“Maybe he's rich,” said Wade between the
cracks of sunflower seeds.

“Honey, if he were rich, he wouldn't be
moving into that dump.”

“Maybe she's crazy,” he countered.

“That sounds more like it.”

“Could be a daughter who still lives with her
father,” called out Crystal.

Wade and Ivy looked at each other with sour
expressions and simultaneously said, “Yeah, maybe she's crazy.”

All three of them burst out laughing.

 


*****

 


With hay prices rising from a mere $6.00 a
bale to nearly double that, Ivy and Wade felt it would be wise to
turn the one untouched portion of their lot into pasture. Each
evening after work and every weekend they were out there busting
through clay, turning soil, and tossing large river rocks to the
side of the road. Once that process was complete, they planned to
lay down manure and plant feed, mix it all in, and then sprinkle
the grass seeds. Lastly, they would erect the fence. Crystal,
though a teenager, was really good about helping our her parents.
She made sure to put in several hours a week on the pasture
herself, always self-initiated. No one ever had to ask. Though they
were far from being crop farmers, they enjoyed the meditative
quality of making something out of nothing.

On one day when Ivy had just put in a good
two hours working on the new pasture and was ready to wrap it up,
the new neighbor pulled up beside her in his black truck complete
with camper shell and tool caddies. She found it offensive that he
just drove right off the road onto her lot, smashing down the soil
with his truck tires where she had just spent hours loosening dirt.
They had been moved into their new house for several weeks, but
still had their out-of-state California license plates. Many
newcomers waited until their old state registration ran out before
registering in Nevada.

He was big and burly with a weathered, tanned
face of someone who spends a lot of time in the sun, but the tone
of his voice was very kind. “Hi!” he called out through the
driver's side window. “What 'cha doin?”

His voice had a slight accent. German, maybe?
With his white shock of hair, he could be originally from Sweden or
Norway. Ivy couldn't quite place it. “We're making a pasture for
our horses,” she said, yelling over the rumble of his engine, then
introduced herself.

He stuck his hand through the window to shake
hers. “I'm Harold Salt. I'd like you to meet my wife Lydia. She's
back at the house.”

Ivy nodded.

“Hey, can I have those rocks if you aren't
going to use them?”

“Yes. What are you going to use them
for?”

“Ahhhh, I don't know. I could use them to
border a garden for Lydia.”

“It's not easy growing gardens around here.
Most people try for years, but the only thing that grows are bulb
flowers in potting soil, the hardiest grasses, pine trees, and
sagebrush. We've been working on this pasture for months, and I'll
be surprised it it grows at all, but we're being careful in which
seeds we select.”
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