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I heard a wise saying once that has helped me:

"Negative feelings are like stray cats. The more you feed them, the more they hang around. — Joyce Rupp”
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Prologue
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The community had settled down to their usual routines after the Golden-Brown Robberies were solved and the instigator disposed of. Sally and Rodney are nestled into their quiet compound half-a-mile away from the hubbub of the community.

Joan Freed, Sally’s rebel life coach niece, has quit prodding Sally to make the move over to her own desert estate for the moment. Joany’s estate is called the Rabbitranch because of the desert cottontail population. It’s about another mile away from the community and a comfortable sanctuary. But Sally likes it where she is. And digs her heels in every time Joany gets pushy to make the move; as every 87-year-old spunky aunt should.

Not only does she like her place and now has it securely protected from marauders, but she knows the headache it would be to move herself and her igloo. She knows because she built the igloo she lives in. Her second choice is a Pullman railroad car. But no railroad tracks cross over Joany’s Rabbitranch, either. 

Sally added a few more spooks to her marauding prevention schema. Now motion activated rattle snakes and trolling tarantulas earned a spot in her outdoor kitchen and shop area. Until she gets desensitized to their presence, her own heart gets a skip-a-beat workout each time the snakes rattle and the tarantulas move one of their fat hairy legs.

We join Sally and Rodney (Sally’s life-size man doll with artificial intelligence) inside the 2-room igloo. They are discussing what’s next on their list. (Psst. A caveat... Rodney is a mankin. He is not a doll. He will correct you if you get it wrong.)
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Chapter 1 – The Scratch
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“I need to use up these scraps of yarn, Rodney. Will you please grab me a simple old-timey pattern for potholders? Who can’t use a fresh, new set of pot... What was that?”

Rodney blinked his slightly out of sync heterochromia eyes at Sally. “What was what, milady? Did you see a mouse run across the floor? Eek! Do not let him run up my leg!”

Sally scoffed. “No, you silly mankin. I heard something. Something at the door. Shush. Listen.”

The faint scratch came again. Followed by a timid “Mewwww” that sounded more like a puny “Moooo”.

Sally walked to the door. “It sounded like a kitten. How would a kitten get here? Have you heard a car, Rodney? Did somebody dump a batch of kittens that still need their mama?” She growled, opening the door to peer out the vestibule. “I don’t see anything.” She pushed the screen door open. 

A black and orange flash flew past her feet and huddled under a kitchen chair.

“You’re no kitten! You’re a full-grown cat! A calico cat.” What are you doing here, kitty? She walked through the tunnel and looked around outside. “Do you have a stash of kittens somewhere? What made that woeful meow?”

Rodney bleeped. “A cat! A full-grown cat! Do not let him get me, Ms Sally! I already have one mangled foot from the last wild cat that appeared. It hurts when you have to stitch me up!”

Sally came in and closed the door behind her. “It’s a calico cat, Rodney. That means it’s a girl cat. And she’s terrified. We’ll have to just let her be for now. I don’t think she’ll attack if we just let her chill. I’ll spread a blanket over your legs and feet, just in case. That should prevent any more damage to you.”

Rodney’s voice quivered. “Yes, please, milady. I am quaking in my boots here...”

Sally gaped at him while she covered his feet and legs with an afghan. “Quaking in your boots? Not shivering? What an interesting choice of words. But you can neither quake nor shiver. You have no muscles.”

“Humor me, milady. I am trying to fit into your humanoid world.”

Sally laughed. “Okay, old man. Quake in your boots if you want. But I’m not taking on that cat. She’s obviously in extreme distress. 

If you’ll find me that potholder pattern I asked for, we’ll continue with our day as if she isn’t here. That will give her time to relax and head for her home again.”

“Very well, milady. F-f-finding you a crochet potholder pattern... Please turn on the printer.”

Sally flipped on the printer, trying to keep one eye on the calico cat shivering under the chair.

With her crochet hooks and cotton yarn on the end of the table furthest from the crouching kitty, she topped her coffee mug and waited. 

The printer buzzed and gobbled paper. The cat glared at the machine. As it clinked, whirred, and clicked, the cat raced up and swatted at it. When it shoved out the potholder instructions, the cat batted one more time, hooking the sheet of paper with its claws. The paper floated down from the printer. The cat screeched; whacked it once more and dove under Rodney’s wheelchair. The electric chair with artificial intelligence he named Amy.

“Noooo, Ms Sally! She is going to get me! Make her go away!”

Sally retrieved the sheet of printed old-timey potholder instructions from the floor. She sighed. “Well, this paper’s none the worse for their attack. We don’t need to put anyone through that terror again. But I can’t do any more than open the door so she can escape. 

I think you’ll be fine if you don’t give Amy instructions to move. If you and Amy just sit quietly – as in don’t make any sounds whatsoever, I think she’ll leave of her own accord.”

Sally dropped the printed sheet on the table and opened the door. She grabbed the door stop and propped it to keep the screen door open. 

“Okay, Rodney. She has an open runway to escape when she’s ready. And now that I’m replaying the picture of her paper attack... there’s one more thing.

“Yes, milady?” Rodney asked in a whisper.

“Well, old man. She’s a he. But don’t look up the statistics on that rarity right now. You’ll make too much noise. And you might be his next victim.”
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Chapter 2 – The Surprise
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It was nearly an hour before the male calico cat removed himself from under Rodney’s chair, Amy. Sally, intent on seeing the double layer potholder take shape, almost missed him slinking out the door. He sat at the end of the portico. Watching.

“Okay, Rodney. He’s gone. You can move now and research the chance of a calico cat being a male.”

Rodney spewed like he’d been holding his breath and let it out. “Oh good. I can finally breathe.”

Sally laughed at her mankin’s antics to prove he’s evolved into a human. “Good. So, how often is a calico cat a male?”

Rodney bleeped. “I will look, milady. Sit tight. I will be back.” He made noises like he was swimming under water. Deep in cyberspace he called it.

He popped out of the water, dripping. “I am back, milady. And here is what I found.

According to cats.com and cat-world.com, about 1 calico cat in 3,000 are male. That is about 0.1 percent. It is all about an extra ‘X’ chromosome... an anomaly. 

Thenatureofhome.com has these tidbits:


‘Genetic research suggests that the orange mutant gene responsible for the calico pattern likely originated in Egypt. This gene spread across Europe and Northern Africa through trade routes, as calico cats were valued for their mouse-catching abilities on ships...

...The genetic anomaly responsible for male calico cats is called Klinefelter syndrome (XXY). This condition affects sexual development and can lead to various health issues, including infertility...

...Some people are willing to pay exorbitant prices to own one of these unique felines, considering them a prized possession. This demand further drives up their price and makes them a sought-after commodity in the cat market...

...In some cultures, male calico cats are considered symbols of good luck and fortune. Their rarity and unique appearance have made them sought-after companions, believed to bring blessings and prosperity to their owners...’


I see one warning, though, Sally. Male calico cats can be extremely loving. And extremely skittish.”

Sally rubbed her chin. “Hmm. That’s very interesting, Rodney. But I’ve never seen a cat that wasn’t both cuddly and whacko. As well as sketchy. Could this fella be more extreme than any other cat?” She drained her coffee mug.

Rodney sighed. “Oh, I hope not, milady. Maybe he has already left to go to his home. Can you still see him?”

Sally glanced out the door. “Yep. He’s sitting there, swooshing his tail back and forth. He’d better not be hunting critters in the sanctuary. I’ll take the broom after him.” She walked down the short portico to the visiting cat. The flock of sparrows and finch pecking in the picnic grounds swooped away in a cloud of small, squeaky winged birds. The cat ran after them. Sally smiled.

“Gotcha! No hunting in the wildlife picnic grounds!” She walked back into the igloo and went to work on potholder again. 

Niece Joany texted that she’s headed to Tucson to retrieve a client. ‘Do you need anything?’

Sally replied, ‘A small bag of quality cat food, please. And thank you.’

Joany sent back a question mark and, ‘ R u feeding the kit fox again?’

Sally returned a smiley face.

Needing a break from crocheting, she trekked out to the shop shelf; scared herself with the tarantula and the rattle snake; then found a short water bucket to fill and leave next to the water tank. She also rooted around and found a suitable cat food dish that would nestle between the water tanks... hoping the woodpeckers and thrashers wouldn’t find it once she added cat food to it.

When she looked back to be sure she hadn’t left the water spigot dripping, she saw the calico drinking water. She smiled and went back inside to her potholder project.

“Incidentally, Rodney...”

“Yes, milady?”

“The cat is still here. I put out water and found a dish to put food in when Joany gets back from Tucson with it.”

“Bummer,” Rodney said and shivered.

“You might want to look at the pet lost and found websites, Rodney. See if anyone’s posted a missing male calico cat. Maybe there’s even a reward for its return.”

“Yes, please! I will do that right now!”

“You’re a good man, Rodney mankin.”

He purred while he blipped and bleeped.

Thirty minutes later, he gave Sally his report.

“I found no notice of anyone looking for a male calico cat, milady. It looks like we are stuck with him for now. I will keep checking back for new notices.”

“Good job, Rodney. You do that.” Sally held up her potholder in progress and looked at the yarn leftovers she had to use up. She mumbled.

“What did you say, milady?”

“Nothing, Rodney. I was talking to myself... wondering how many potholders I can gift to others. I may have to go door-to-door to get rid of them.”

“Well, you could always put them in the snack bags you make for delivery drivers. They can pass them on if they do not want them.”

Sally’s mouth dropped open. “What a great idea, old man! I like it! I hope they will, too.”

“I need some sun, Sally. Will you prop open the doors for me, please?”

Sally set her work-in-progress on the table and stood from her chair. “I will. I may even join you soon.”

“Amy. Take me outside.” The chair hummed and carried the mankin outside.

Sally’s shoulders were tight. She was tired of poking the hook through the next loop, pulling up the yarn and carrying the stitch through. Just when she decided she’d done enough for today, the cat came sneaking back into the igloo. At a much slower pace than last time. 

He sat by the door, flicking his tail and glaring at her. He had one blue eye and one orange eye. She giggled when she pictured what Rodney will say about that...
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Chapter 3 – The Cat
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“Are you gauging how many bites I am? What can I do for you, cat?” She stood from her chair. “I’m going outside. You’re on your own.

The cat stood watching her. On her way past him, he batted at her. She frowned, backed up, and glared at him. “Lucky for you, you did not make contact. But now you can get out of my house.” She hissed at him. He ran.

The phone rang. Sally swooped it up, tapping and growling. “Hello, Joany. What do you need?”

“Excuse me. What bit you in the behind?”

“I’m sorry. I just had a set-to with an invasive male calico cat. You got the dregs. Erase. Erase. Let’s start again.

Hello Joany. What may I do for you?”

“I’m looking at cat food. How do I know a quality food?”

Sally giggled. “You got me. Not full of fillers is all I know. And a reasonable price. Whatever you choose will be perfect.”

“Okay. You got it. Did you say you have an invasive male calico cat? Why did I think all calicos were female?”

“You’re not wrong. But we have to change our wording. Almost all calicos are female. This guy is part of the 0.1 percent of calicos. He’s a boy. A slap-happy boy. And I don’t know if he’s just passing through or here to stay. But he needs to eat, no matter what.”

“Okay then. Hmm. Well, I’m headed back home. I’ll drop this by on my way.”

“Yes, please. And thank you. Be safe. Bye now.” She ended the call.

Sally refilled her coffee mug and meandered out to her cushy chair under the ironwood tree. She tossed out corn and milo for the bunnies and birds – and whoever else needed a bite. 

Refilling the water bowl, she talked to Ms Lizzy. The tiny lizard was hanging out on her favorite rock, watching for an ant or a fly for her own meal.

Rodney was parked under the mesquite tree nearby. His eyes were closed. He was snoring. 

Sally settled into her chair to watch and think and not crochet. 

Footsteps sounded from the gate side of the igloo. She looked to see who was coming in. It was too early for Joany to be back from Tucson. She blinked, trying to put a name to the face.

“Hi there, Sally. It’s good to see you’re still kickin’. Mind if I set up my tent and hang out here for a couple of days? I brought my own food.”

Then it clicked. Adam. Katlyn’s brother. Katlyn of the three merry widows... And the git-buggy races out at Vekol Valley. Her heart sunk. 

“Hmm. I don’t know... what brings you back to my neck of the woods?” She noted the same straw hat, tattered clerical shirt, and ragged salt and pepper hair he’d worn last time she saw him. 

“Oh, I’m on my way back to Colorado for the summer. The girls have some projects for me to do. I just need to rest up a bit before I continue. I’m feeling my age these days.”

Sally smiled. “I’m surprised they didn’t get you a bus ticket...”

“Kat offered. I refused. Normally I prefer to hitchhike. I meet so many interesting people. But the rides have been few and far between this trip.” He winced. “My feet are screaming to get out of these boots for a while. May I sit?”

Sally nodded, waving him to an ironwood stump. “Help yourself to my version of a lawn chair while I consider.”

Adam smiled, melting onto the first available stump and loosened the ties on his hikers before even slipping out of his backpack. “These boots don’t want to break-in to my feet.” He slipped the hikers off. “I don’t know why. But I may rethink my decision to hitchhike and call Kat for a bus ticket from Casa Grande.” With the boots off, he wiggled his toes and purred. “Ohhh...That’s much better. Thank you.”

Sally tried not to remember the last time Adam appeared – and settled himself in as if he owned the place. It didn’t work. The images of her posing reasons for him to leave and he ignoring them bombarded her brain.

She felt the dread of conjuring up ways to move him along. Move him along with a happy heart instead
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