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In Loving Memory of Carlos Torres. Whose mischievous grin brightened this author’s life for more than 20 years. And whose antics made him the inspiration for a character that appeared in more than one book.

You are missed. And I’m so glad we had our time together. 

“Don’t cry because it’s over, smile because it happened.” — Dr. Seuss
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In the Beginning

Sally moved to the desert and built her dome home that looks a lot like an igloo.

Her mission? “I want to be a sunbird,” she told Joany, her rebel life coach niece. “Warm in the winter and work up north through the scorching months of summer. There’s even a lodge in the tall ponderosa pines near Flagstaff that I can work at. It’s less than 200 miles away. Or I can travel to see my peeps if I’ve a mind to.” She splayed her hand. “It’s that simple, Joany.”

“I think it’s a great plan, Aunty. Although I don’t know how secure your place will be. You are really nestled in here by yourself. Looking like a gigantic lollipop, free for the taking to the marauders when you’re gone.”

“Oh, pshaw. I don’t flaunt anything worth stealing. I don’t think they’ll mess with my place. I’ve done nothing to cause them harm or tease them.”

“Well, maybe. Could you pay someone to drive through and check on things?”

Sally tilted her head, “If you think it’s necessary. I know you’re too busy and get gadding about during the heat. How do you manage your place?”

Joan froze. “I haven’t. And I’m in and out. They never know when Jenny or I might appear.”

Sally nodded. “I see. Well. We’ll wing it. And hope prayer works.”

And it did work. For several years. Until it didn’t. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One—Six Months Ago – Before the Lawsuit
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Chapter 1 – Until It Didn’t
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“April, I can’t take it anymore! I’m so mad I could spit nails. But I don’t have the energy. What they did to my place this time is so enormous that I don’t know where to start. I got my little house put back together as best I could so I can go to bed. But I’m positively flabbergasted. And mad to the core.”

“I get it, Sally. Are you safe for the night?”

Sally sighed. “I think so. Joan and Jenny aren’t home yet. I haven’t talked to Bobby. He would want to rush over here and fix things. But it’s too big this time to just fix in one shot. 

I can wedge my door closed. My walls are still in one piece – as well as the windows. My bed is cleaned off enough so that I can spread my sheet over it to lay on it. 

My power center is nonfunctional – all 16 panels have been yanked to the ground. So, I have no electricity to charge Rodney or run Ms Hessie, my cooler. Assuming she hasn’t been smashed, stolen, or dismantled. I haven’t found her yet. 

But I guess I can get by for the night.”

“This isn’t the first time you’ve been burgled and vandalized, is it?”

“No. But it was never this devastating. It was irritating, but relatively easy to recover from. The second time was a couple of years later. It was the so-called caretaker that helped himself to whatever he wanted. He said he had it coming for staying here. 

I got rid of him. Then he died. He was never an issue again.” She chuckled. “And no, I didn’t kill him. He took care of that himself.

The next time, I heard the marauders. They were headed in across the desert in two side-by-sides to carry their haul. But I popped up on the ladder with a stick that may have resembled a shotgun. They did fast U-turns and roared back where they came from.”

April chuckled, too. “Good. You’re sounding lighter. Do you have food and water in the van for the night?”

“I do. I’ll make it overnight. Thank you for letting me get this initial outburst out of the way. Four hours ago, I’d have climbed back into the van and head back out, never looking back, if I knew where to go. But now I’ll wait and start over in the morning.”

“How sure are you that they won’t come back and attack you? Maybe you should just leave.”

Sally snorted. “They don’t want me. 

No, April. They’ve already toted everything off and vandalized what they could for this year. They have to give me time to repair and replace before they return for the next haul. That will be next summer, when they assume I’m gone.

You, April, are the one who told me with great authority, that these ransackers, more than anything, don’t want to get caught. Logic says they won’t be back for a good long while.”

April laughed. “You mean these creeps are logical?”

Sally chuckled. “Well, I’m giving them the benefit of the doubt. They have to have something going for them.”

“Tsk, tsk, Sally. You always try to find the positive in everything. I don’t know whether to be jealous or reprimand you.”

“How about you be tolerant and help me find a way to put the kibosh on these twits once and for all?”

April chuckled. “I can live with that. I’ll start my list of ideas now. When will Joan be back in the country?”

“I don’t know. I’ll text her tomorrow. Tonight, I need to divert, rest, and let go so I can move forward. I don’t know how to do that when I’m smack in the middle of it. But I must. I can’t let these mosquitoes in my ear win.

I’ll need to find help to get critical repairs made. I know I can’t perform these miracles alone. There will probably be more surprises at every turn. It’s a good thing I have a strong heart.

How many gasps can a heart take in a day without knocking it out of rhythm?”

“Oh no you don’t! I’m not researching that or giving it any energy, Sally. Take a breath and stay strong. You’ve survived through worse. Miss Good-in-Everything-Finder, focus on the blessings. It could always be worse. Don’t make me count the ways.”
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Chapter 2 – Focus on the Blessings


[image: ]


To focus on the blessings, Sally went to sleep counting the possibles she does not have to face on top of it all.

‘I don’t have a broken hip. I’m not stuck in Phoenix in a tent on a sidewalk with no way to escape. Bombs are not dropping around me. My van is not windshield deep in the sinkhole that monsoon built. I don’t have Covid. My cupboards are not bare.

And on the plus side: I’m home. I have food and water. I still have four walls for shelter. The summer job went well. I have friends who care. I have cashflow to make the repairs and replace...’

Sally woke up to tossing the priorities of getting her place back in order. Lobbing in tidbits of ideas to prevent future raids. 

She missed Rodney. He’d spent the summer with Bobby so he wouldn’t occupy valuable space in the van. And cry out to be plugged in while she was sleeping or working. 

A tiny fear of what Bobby might have done to make Rodney new and improved flitted through her mind. She shivered to realize how attached she’d become to her life-size man doll with artificial intelligence. 

She picked up her phone to text Bobby, her 14-year-old grandson by choice. It was strange to think of him as 14-years-old. Not the 12-year-old that everyone thought. While the discovery explained a bunch about his academic abilities and size, it was still weird.

She shook herself back to the present and finished the text. ‘I’m home. Egads here. Need your help and Rodney when you can.’

He replied fast. ‘Yayy! We’ll be there with bells on! I have a new friend to help. He has a car. See you soon.’

She sent back a thumb-up. There was no way to prepare him for the havoc that was wreaked on her place beyond the ‘egads’. She checked the propane in the outside kitchen. It was there. Just like she’d left it. Opening the van, Sally retrieved the coffee makins and got the coffee going. ‘It’s a start.’ 

From there she trekked to the water tanks. They were the same. With water available, she filled the critter water dish.

Next, she checked the bird food barrel. It still held scratch and was as she left it. She scooped up a can full and tossed handfuls out into the bunny picnic grounds, calling ‘Here bunny, bunny, bunny. Breakfast.’

Desert cottontails hopped in, stopping under the creosote bushes until she was finished showering cracked corn.

When the coffee was done, she filled her mug. The ironwood sanctuary tree was undisturbed. So was her repurposed office chair and folding coffee table. She carried her fresh hot coffee to the chair and sunk into it. It’s where she does her best thinking.

Ms. Lizzy, the resident lizard, dodged onto her usual rock to nab her own breakfast.

Sally settled in, in awe of how everything’s the same. But completely different.

Before she finished her second cuppa, she heard a car door close. A long-haired cream-colored dog came bounding around the igloo and dove into her lap. 

“Oh Charlie! I missed you, too. How did you get here without me hearing you?” Charlie jumped off Sally’s lap and, after slurping water from the critter dish, went on the hunt. 

“Where are you, Sally? Take me to Sally, Bobby. Don’t lose my shoes! I have missed that bossy old woman. Sally...”

Bobby was pushing Rodney, the life-size man doll with artificial intelligence, in the wheel chair that he lives in. So far, Sally didn’t notice any changes to him. 

“I’m here, Rodney. Under the sanctuary tree. How the heck are you, old man? I’ve missed you, too.”

Bobby parked Rodney near the tunnel to the igloo. He rushed over to hug Sally. “I’ve missed you, too, Gram. Pardon my squeaks. My voice is trying to change to my real age.” He turned to the young man who was lagging behind. 

“Come on over, Liam. Pull up a stump and meet my Gram. You’ll love her. I guarantee it. And she’ll love you, too.”

Sally studied the new boy while they rolled their ironwood stump stools into position. He was taller and thinner than Bobby. He looked clean-cut. With kinky black hair cut short and wearing clean, pressed clothes.

Sally stuck her hand out. “Hi there, Liam. Pull up a stump. We’ll catch up over time.”

Liam almost bowed when he gripped Sally’s hand to shake it. She did not expect the creole accent. “Glad to finally meet you, mom. Bobby and Rodney talk about you all the time.”

Bobby settled onto his stump, grinning from ear-to-ear. “You look good, Gram. But tired.” He looked around. “Holy tornadoes! What happened here?”

Sally sighed. Marauders, Bobby. They made up for lost time this summer. And I can’t do this clean-up alone. I hope you... and your friend, can help. I’m overwhelmed. And mad to the bone. But tell me about yourselves first. How did you meet? How’s the job going? Will you be settling here, Liam?”

“Hold on, Gram! One question at a time. 

Liam is a co-worker. He’s from Haiti, seeking asylum. We hit it off right away. He has his license and a Smart car. He does the deliveries for our company.”

Sally looked at Liam. “You have a Smart car? You must make some pretty good tips! And how did you fit you two, Rodney, Charlie and the wheel chair into a Smart car?”

Bobby chuckled. “It wasn’t easy. Rodney whined all the way about being twisted into a ball. But he survived. His other choice was to stay home with mom instead of returning himself to you.”

“I heard that, Bobby.” Rodney growled. “I did not see anything wrong with Sally coming to get me... us. I deserve respect. There’s so much more to me than a big, soft bundle of stuffing.”

“Wait! Liam, did you say you have talked with Rodney? Can you hear him?”

“Yes. I can. Do you not hear him?”

“I do. Did you update his programming, Bobby? Or is Liam on the same plane as us?”
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Chapter 3 – Rodney’s New Program
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“Same plane?” Bobby frowned. “Are you okay, Gram? Do you think we’re on an airplane?”

Rodney interrupted. “Plane – a level of existence, development, or achievement.”

Sally nodded. “Thank you, Rodney.”

Bobby grinned. “Oh. That kind of plane. No. I updated his programming. Everyone can hear him now. He has to watch what he says. Tact is not one of his strong points. He’s almost got punched a few times.”

Bobby stood to survey Sally’s compound. “Wow, Gram. They really did a number on you this time. I’m guessing you have more important projects than refilling your sourdough bread box.

We have to work tomorrow. What can we put our muscles into today?”

“Yes, please, Bobby. Can you get my power center up and running again? Do you remember how we did it when we moved it to the roof of Conex box? I don’t think they could break into the box. But I haven’t examined it yet. 

From the way the panels fell, they hooked on with a chain and yanked with a truck to bring it all down. How did they even get up there?” She shook her head. 

“You’ll have to see if the framework and panels are all there and useable. I’ll go find the key so you can get the ladders.” Sally pushed off from her chair and strode to the van for her key fob.

The lock had deep cuts, but was not fully compromised. She removed the lock and opened the steel doors. Breathing a sigh of relief. Nothing inside was touched. But the inverter was screeching. She turned it off and looked at the batteries. All seemed intact. Wires from the panels on the roof were strewn willy-nilly; wherever they fell when the panels were ripped off the roof. 

Grabbing the voltmeter, she tested the battery array. Gasping, “2.2 volts! How did this happen? How did the inverter get turned on? ‘How will I ever replace 16-RV batteries at 50-pounds each?”

“Are you okay, Gram? You’re making some very scary noises.”

Sally growled. “I’m okay, maboy. Just fit to be tied and mystified. How can people be so destructive of other people’s property? And I’ll stop right there. I need to focus on repair and replace, not feeding anger. How you coming with your project?”

“It looks like they stole two panels. Three are broken – unusable. But 12 look okay. We’re gathering framework now. I’m thinking we can get you up and running, so to speak. With less output.”

“Good. The batteries might be toast. But they also may take and hold a charge. Won’t know until the panels are re-installed. The controller and inverter are probably fried. We’ll soon see.”

With the panels back in place and the wires configured and connected, the three watched in breathless suspense as the system cycled and reset itself. 

“Well, fellas... so far so good. Only time will tell if the batteries
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