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Prologue
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After recovering from the Gordy Gordon fiasco, Sally and Rodney settled into a daily ho-hum routine of peace and quiet and, yes, boredom. 

The 1,000-piece jigsaw puzzle of old postage stamps was completed, re-boxed, and put away. Sally’s crocheted bedside rag rug was done and in nightly use. Claire, the mysterious life-size lady doll was completed and tucked in with Rodney, sharing his chair he calls Amy. 

Rodney’s current desire was to give Claire a brain and her own chair. Sally continued to pooh-pooh the idea, reminding him that it was he who wanted a girlfriend. “Now you have her,” she said. But Rodney continued to whine for a girlfriend with personality.

It was so quiet in their tiny world that the subject of a road trip was on the table. 
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Chapter 1—Genealogy
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“But it is winter, milady. Where will we go that will not be an icebox? Even with all my stuffing, my workings could freeze up. You would be doing it all without the benefit of your mankin; except as a lump in the shotgun seat.

What if we get stuck in a snowbank? Or under an avalanche? You know you do not like to be cold...”

Sally shivered and threw her hand up. “Enough! Enough! You’re right, of course, Rodney. I just get antsy for a new view now and again. I went to great lengths to set myself up for warm winters. What if we plan a road trip for next spring or summer to locate and photograph my ancestor’s migrations? 

Does that sound like fun?”

“Yes, milady. But what about my ancestors and their migrations? Can we go there, too?”

Sally’s mouth dropped open and slapped shut like a speechless puppet. Her eyebrows raised to her hairline. “Hmm. Let me just think about that, Rodney.” She sipped at her mug of coffee and suddenly grinned.

“Okay, Rodney. We’ll do it. But first you have to do the research to learn who they are and where they landed. Without that, we have no way to map out their journey. Are you willing to do that?”

“Oh yes! Yes, milady! I will do it! What fun we are going to...”

A heavy-duty rumbling came from the lane. Sally peered out the window to the parking area. “It’s a Harley, Rodney. An old guy in robes riding a Harley Davidson motorcycle. How does he keep his hangy-down robe from bursting into flames? Those mufflers are hot, hot, hot!”

The motorcycle stopped next to Sally’s van. The old man climbed off, straightened his burlap robe, and surveyed the place... both near and far. His eyes stalling on the igloo.

Sally backed away from the window to be invisible. She snagged her phone in case she had to call Joany or Mulriley in a hurry. Spuds said he would be coming soon to continue their experiment in him landing at her place for the winter. But he’s not here yet. 

She watched the old man. He pushed off his hood and ran his fingers through his scruffy white hair and beard. All the time scrutinizing the landscape. He strolled toward the entrance to the igloo.

Sally grabbed her pellet rifle that looked like a real shelled weapon from afar. “He’s coming in, Rodney. Turn on your recorder and get ready to make a call in a hurry.”

“Recording, milady. Who shall I call?”

Sally snorted. “Joany or Mulriley... or both. Joany’s closer... if she’s home. But wait for me to give the word.”

“What is the word, milady?”

Sally rolled her eyes. “I’ll say, ‘make the call, Rodney’.”

Rodney cleared his throat. “Ahem! That is four words, milady.”

Sally waved at him. “Yeah, yeah. Just listen and do. Okay?”

Rodney bleeped. “Yes, ma’am.”

The screen door squawked. A knock sounded on the door. Sally opened the door. “Yes, sir. Are you lost?”

He smiled. A broad, toothy smile that was way too white to be his natural teeth. His piercing blue eyes did not smile with his mouth. The mouth smiled while the eyes stabbed. A disconcerting contradiction. Sally shivered.

“No ma’am. I’m not lost.” He spoke in a soft, measured tone; emitting wisdom and insight. “I’m finally home.”

Gasping; her eyes as wide as saucers, Sally eyed him. “Excuse me?”

He tittered. “I understand your astonishment, ma’am.” He offered his hand to Sally. “I’m Brother Gabriel. I’ve been on a mission to find the place in my vision for several years now. And,” he waved his robed arm to encompass Sally’s place, “this is it. I want to buy your place. Today. Name your price.”

Shaking her head. “I’m sorry. It’s not for sale. At any price. You’ll have to find another vision. Bye now.” She swung the door to close it, but a motorcycle boot prevented her from shutting it all the way.

“Make the call, Rodney. Get your foot out of my door, sir. And get on down the road. My back-up is on the way.”

“I mean you no harm, ma’am. I must have this place for my sanctuary and school. It is written in the stars.”

Sally shoved the door harder to no avail. “Not in my stars, Mister. You need to leave this minute. And don’t come back.”

“But ma’am!” His voice raised almost imperceptibly. “You don’t understand! This is my place. I will pay you twice or three times the value. All cash. Today. Please don’t turn me away!”

Sally heard Joany’s rumbly truck coming down the lane. She pushed the door as hard as she could. “That is the sound of reinforcements. Back yourself out and leave. Now! We have nothing to talk about. Ever!”

A truck door squawked and slammed. Joany appeared in the vestibule behind Brother Gabriel. She carried a stun gun. “What’s up, Aunty?”

“Perfect timing, Joany. This old man has a hearing problem. He insists this is his place and won’t leave. He’s got his boot crammed in my door.

It looks like you’ll have to hit him with your stun gun so we can haul him off the place.”

Joany, Sally’s rebel life coach niece, smiled. “Okay, Aunty. You got it.” She flipped the gun on to build the charge. The whirring sound was unmistakable. She raised it to chest level while she stepped toward Brother Gabriel, pinned in the vestibule by his own making.
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Chapter 2 – The Brother
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Brother Gabriel yanked his boot back out of the door and threw up his hands. “I’m going. I’m going.” His calming voice returned to pulpit level. “But I will be near when you see the light and are ready to sign the place over to me.”

Joany lowered the weapon and backed out of the portico. She stood like the queens’ guard, ready to pounce while Brother Gabriel strode out to his Harley and rumbled off down the lane.

Sally held the door open. “Coffee’s on, Joany. Thank you for coming so fast. He was steadfast in his resolution to buy my place here and now. With the contradiction of his smiling mouth and cold intense eyes, I was shaking in my boots. Thank goodness Rodney was ready to call for help.

Good job, Rodney!”

Joan stirred her coffee and took a sip. “I’m glad you called. But let’s not overlook the obvious, Aunty. 

This might be the opportunity of a lifetime to get you moved and resettled over on my place. You know you can have the southern half of the property all to yourself.”

“Oh, Joany,” Sally sighed. “Let’s not go down that road again. But I’ll go this far... I’ll think about it. Please, just eat your muffin and drink your coffee. And tell me what you have going today. Rodney and I were discussing a road trip to visit all the places our ancestors lived at next summer.”

Joan tilted her head and frowned. “Rodney has no ancestors. How were you going to pull that one off?”

Sally laughed. “He says he does. I told him if he could find them and we could map them, we’d visit his heritage, too.” She shrugged. “I’ve not won an argument against a computer yet. Have you?”

Rodney bleeped. “I h-e-a-r you. And I am building my family tree as we speak. Although it looks more like clean rooms at microchip plants. But from my humble beginnings, my forefathers and mothers have traveled far and wide. 

This journey will be such fun!”

Joan choked on her swallow of coffee and spewed coffee across the table to the chair on the other side. “Oh! I’m so sorry, Aunty!” She hopped up and grabbed a towel to wipe the table and chair. “Aunty, you and that doll of yours are too hilarious.”

“Excuse me!” Rodney snarled. “Did I hear you say doll? Did you miss the memo that I am a mankin! I am not a doll!”

Joan’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh! I stand corrected, Rodney. And I apologize most vehemently. Will you accept my apology?”

“Yes,” Rodney said. “Thank you. Please do not let it happen again.” He blinked his eyes at her several times.

Joan saluted Rodney. “Got it! And have I mentioned that your hemoritogic eyes that are slightly off-sync when you blink are positively mesmerizing? I can’t stop watching them go at it. You’re much more entertaining than when the sound track gets off from the characters in a movie.”

Rodney blipped. “Thank you, I think. I wonder when Christopher and Matthew will give me a working mouth... And bring my girlfriend, Claire, to life with a personality.”

Sally chuckled. “Don’t hold your breath, old man.”

“Breath, milady? I have breath? Where is it? Where does it come from? Is it ever bad and you do not tell me?”

Sally growling, “Oh, Rodney! Sometimes you’re impossible!” She turned to Joany.

“You see? How do you ever get the last word on a computer?”

Joan laughed. “Point taken, Aunty. Point taken.” She stood up from the table. “Well, it’s been fun, but I have to get going. I have client files sitting on the table, demanding my attention.” She strode to the door. “Don’t forget to think about it, Aunty. New digs; new view; help closer...”

Sally waved her off. “Thank you so much for the rescue. Later, niece.”

Joany rumbled out the lane. Sally continued with her morning chores. Off in the distance she heard the rumble of a Harley. She saw no motorcycle coming down the lane. 

With the indoor chores finished, she propped the door open and grabbed her water jugs. “Rodney, I’m headed out to feed the birds and bunnies as well as the other outdoor chores. Are you good?”

“I am good, milady. I am on a roll building my family tree.”

Sally giggled. “Okay then. The door is open. You know where to look for me if you need me.”

Outside, she parked the water jugs at the tank and ran a bucket of water for the critters to drink from. She opened the 30-gallon barrel of rolled corn and scratch; scooped a can of grain out and broadcast it over the bunny picnic grounds. “Here bunny, bunny, bunny. Breakfast...” she called. 

The wild rabbits that she shared her homestead with came hopping in to chow down on the grains. The quail chirped their way in to partake as well. The lookout assumed his place on top of the mesquite tree... to warn of any lurking danger she assumed.

A round tail squirrel dodged out to grab a morsel and skedaddle with. A thrasher lit in the middle and thrashed the seeds aside, looking for the perfect tidbit to devour.

The chores done, she grabbed her coffee mug and sunk into her cushy repurposed office chair under the ironwood tree to watch the show.

Ms Lizzie appeared. She stood poised to slurp an unsuspecting ant or fly for her own breakfast.

Sally sighed, watching the activity and letting her mind wander from pillar to post and points 2 miles east. Is she ready to take the money and run? Is he for real? Her heart sunk when she realized she’d be two miles further away from Christopher and Matthew. 

It doesn’t seem like much until you realize their usual mode of transportation to refill her sourdough bread box is a horse and a donkey. With a sassy goat and rambunctious rescue dog as chaperones.
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Chapter 3 – The Arguments
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The thought of not having Christopher, the sourdough kid and her grandson by choice, popping in to keep her sourdough bread box filled and at the ready was frightening. She’d come to depend on him for so much. Including saving her hide; and she his.

Joany’s argument for having Sally closer was valid. But Joany isn’t there much of the time. She’s a very busy lady who goes where she’s needed to rescue a client in need. Jenny, Joany’s resident sidekick, is the same. But she rescues landscaping issues and polka-dot chihuahuas. Okay, she only rescued one. Her name is Patches, strangely enough.

Sally wondered where she would fit into that picture that would make her life better. She’s happy right where she is. She shook her head and spoke to the resident picnickers, “Nope. I don’t want to make the change. I don’t see an exuberant happy ending for any one of us by resetting myself just yet.”

A movement caught her eye in the distance. The movement was a tent going up. The tent made a perfect backdrop for the tall, slender, robed man with the scraggly hair to be visible as a silent movie. 

He was setting up well beyond the property line... Sally guessed about 200 yards away. Not quite to the base of the mountain – about halfway. Did he buy it? Was it even for sale? Is she getting neighbors to intrude on her solitude? Is a passel of Harley riding so-called students about ready to invade her peace and quiet?

She shivered and decided to revisit the idea of resettling herself on Joany’s south quarter. But not now. Now is for watching and waiting. And enjoying her current space.

“Sally,” she heard Rodney from the house. “Oh Sally. Where are you, Sally?”

She left the critter show to see to her mankin’s current needs. “I’m right here, Rodney. I told you I was going outside. What do you need?”

“Oh, there you are. Nothing. I just wondered where you were. I found my origin and wondered how we would fit it into our journey.”

Sally gasped. “What? You found your origin!”

“Yes, ma’am. I found where the first of my kind was invented.”

“And what about your parents, Rodney? And your grandparents? And so on? Did you trace you back to the discovery?”

“Well, no, milady. That would be a ginormous job.”

Sally nodded. “Yes, sir. It is absolutely a ginormous job. Are you giving up?”

Rodney coughed. “No way! I said I could do it and I will. I just did not understand. Now I do. I will begin again. And just to clarify, Ms Sally...”

“Yes, Rodney?”

“Because I am a conglomeration of separate parts, not grown from a single blip, I am tracing my brain chip back. The single piece that makes me the smartest kid on the block. Is that right?”

Sally’s hand flew to her forehead
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