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This book is dedicated to all the animal lovers who wish they knew what their various critters are saying – or do we?

“If you talk to the animals they will talk with you and you will know each other. If you do not talk to them you will not know them, and what you do not know you will fear. What one fears one destroys.” ― Dan George (from Goodreads quotes)
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Chapter 1 – Hello Goat
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Sally, lost in memories of the three cactus gardens her husband, Lars, maintained between mining excursions, was not expecting company. She often thought of his cactus gardens while she worked in her own tiny vegetable garden-for-one. Her flibbertigibbet mind was nowhere near looking forward to a long-haired billy goat butting her an abrupt ‘hello’ from behind. But when it happened, she handled it with her usual cool and calm finesse of...

“Wha... Well, who are you and why are you here? Where is your caregiver?”

The goat responded with an unwavering brown and amber stare. Was that a hint of a smile? 

He bumped Sally a second time.

“Hey there, Billy Goat Gruff. You stop that! What do you need?” She gaped around, looking for a person to claim responsibility for this guy. She saw no one. 

She called out, “Hello? Are you looking for your goat?” There was no answer.

She patted the goat on the head between his ample horns. “Chill, guy. I can only assume you are on an adventure and need a drink of water. Come on. Follow me, but,” she waved her finger at him, “no more butting!”

With the bucket filled and the pushy goat guzzling from it, she returned to the garden; retrieved and looped her basket of tomatoes, squash, and chard over her arm. She returned to her tiny igloo house and proceeded to put the fresh picked vegetables away. Assuming the goat would have its drink and get on with his journey.

Life had calmed down substantially after the funerals. The heavily broadcasted final farewells to Bobby, Liam, and Muldoon. Spaghettio, the crazed attack cat, had not come back. However, Christopher Jones, Matthew Smythe, and Detective Michael Riley were perking right along with life as usual. But replacing the same faces with new names was proving to be a challenge for Sally.

Okay, maybe there were a few changes. Like Christopher and Matthew now working out of a different Sourdough Bread Company Store.

Cousin April would be coming in another month or so to check on her wildlife sanctuary inheritance property that the boys occupied. The family is finally together again.

Spuds had gone on to check out winter fishing holes in this warmer, sunnier south. He’ll pop in for a visit now and again before heading back up north.

All in all, Sally and Rodney, her mankin with artificial intelligence, were alone in the world. 

Rodney, now mobile with his bionic arm and electric wheelchair, had been whining regularly for a remake of his face so he could see. He also wanted a new pair of designer high-tops to replace the crazy cat ravaged pair.

Sally assured him it would happen as soon as Christopher and Matthew had the time to perform the surgery. The ability to see, that is. 

The new high-tops will come in time. In the meantime, Rodney shopped for them and sent links to Sally’s phone of what he wanted and where to get them. Because it was a different pair every time, she decided to wait until he was sure of what style and color he would be tickled with.

After the vegies were settled, Sally slid onto the chair in front of the 1,000-piece jigsaw puzzle of old postage stamps. She’d hauled it out when Spaghettio was being their jailer. Three pieces found their niche when she heard three thumps on the screen door.

She turned to see who was knocking. Her mouth dropped open and her forehead creased when she saw the thirsty goat glaring back at her.
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Chapter 2 – You Again?
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“What do you want, Billy? You’ve had water. You have umpteen dozen acres of grazing material to chomp away at... You have no collar or tags to identify your caregiver...

How can I help you get on your way?”

Billy bleated and thumped on the door again.

Sally stood and walked to the door. “You’ll have to show me what you need. Rodney has not managed to learn your language yet.

Stand back so I can come out.”

The goat backed up so she could open the screen door. She stepped out. Billy raced in the house past her. He stopped. He stared. And bleated.

Sally shook her head. “Did you miss the memo that I have no pets? Why did you bust into my house?” She waved at the goat to come out with her. 

“Come on, now,” she gripped a horn with each hand and pulled him toward the door. “You need to take yourself home. My casa is NOT your casa.” He shook her hands loose and jumped into the recliner. Then sprawled himself in it; his head draped over the armrest.

She shrugged, gritting her teeth, stepped in and let the screen door close. “Okay. You want a nap? Have a nap. Then you must go home.” Sally settled into the puzzle working chair again, doing her best to ignore the intrusive goat.

Rodney bleeped awake. “Good morning, Sally. What is all the racket? Who are you talking to and not including me in again? If I had eyes, I could see for myself.”

Sally snorted. “Here you are nagging me about eyes again.” She shook her head. “Oh, Rodney. The boys will come to work on you when they can. It’s not just a simple operation, you know. It will take time with you in pieces on the work table again. Then there’s the programming they have to do to make them work...”

She sighed. “Relax and focus on choosing your eye color. Because once they’re in, you’re stuck with them. It’s not the same as choosing new shoes.

And now we have a new uninvited guest. He’s a goat. You haven’t learned to speak goat so I have no idea why he’s here or what he wants. He has no identification. He dodged in when I opened the screen door. He won’t leave.

Now he’s napping in the recliner. Does that answer your question?”

Rodney blipped. “Yes, milady. I will try again to learn how to speak to goats. And I think I want one blue eye and one green eye. Would that be cool?”

Sally chuckled. “There’s a name for that. It’s called heterochromia.”

Rodney bleeped and blipped. “Heterochromia – is caused by a genetic mutation that affects the melanin levels in different parts of the iris.

Bummer! I thought I was going to be unique.”

Sally laughed. “Rodney, you are unique, no matter what! Your brother, Teague, is the only other one even close to like you. And he’s not even the same nationality. Never fear. You’ve got the corner on the market of you.

But you be sure of your chosen eye color. There are no changes allowed once the surgery is done.”

Rodney sighed. “Are you sure? Why can you not just pop one eyeball out and stick another one in when I want a change?”

Sally shook her head. “No sir! Not an option! Not only will I not do that... popping out your eyeballs... but there’s wiring to consider.”

He growled. “I feel you shaking your head. Because I cannot see, you know.”

Sally groaned. “Oh, Rodney! You use this time to weigh all the advantages and disadvantages before you make your final decision. Just sayin’.”

“Fine! I will be here in my corner learning goat babble and researching the plusses and minuses of Heterochromia. And I may take a nap first. Wake me if anything exciting happens. I will be working very hard. You might want to plug me in now to prevent wake-up calls in the middle of the night.” He snored quietly.

Sally grinned, shook her head, and went back to her puzzle. The goat snored for real on the recliner.

Hearing the goat snoring on the recliner put her in mind of her husband when he returned from a mining excursion. He’d stay out a week or two, then come home and tend to his cactus gardens and fix-it projects before he’d head out again.

Lars was not a big and tall man. But he was muscular. He’d throw the girls over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and haul them around before rough-housing on the floor with them. He was the best horse they ever had.

His brown hair had turned salt and pepper before the final accident that took him from them forever. But he’d panned and sluiced enough gold and silver out of his mine to fill in the gaps for a long time while Sally worked blue collar jobs. He did not leave them destitute. But neither were they independently wealthy. 

In the beginning, Sally worked with him in the mine until daughter number three came along. But she had no desire to homeschool in a tent alongside a creek that turned to a raging river during monsoon season. Regular school had to happen. 

Sally and Lars brought baby #3 home from the hospital to a tiny fixer-upper near Cottonwood. Sally performed the fix-ups that she could manage alone while Lars worked the mine. There they stayed until Lars passed and the girls moved on with their own lives. 

By then, Sally knew what she wanted for her own life. A small chunk of desert away from the rest of society. On it she would build and live in an igloo on the desert. With niece Joany, the rebel life coach, just a mile or two away...
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Chapter 3 – You Still Here?
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Billy goat stirred about an hour later. He hopped off the recliner; pushed the screen door open; and disappeared out the vestibule.

Sally said, “Bye now. You go on home now. I hear your people calling.”

After lunch, Sally trekked out to fill her water jugs, feed the bunnies, and commune with nature under the sanctuary tree. But halfway through telling the goat story to Ms Lizzie, the resident lizard, movement caught her eye. 

She stopped talking and peered through the desert chaparral. A goat gawked back at her. His mouth chomping through a gob of dry grass. She hung her head and sighed.

“And he’s still here, Ms Lizzie. Why is he here?” 

Billy goat grazed a while longer, then settled down to chew his cud and nap under the mesquite tree near the water tanks. After his nap and a slug of water, he sauntered over and laid down next to Sally’s cushy, repurposed office chair under the ironwood tree.

He stayed put while she gathered her gear and carried stuff into the house. But just before the sun set, he thumped at the door again. 

Resigned, Sally opened the door. Billy came in. But instead of sprawling on the floor or in her recliner, he made a beeline for her bed!

“Oh no you don’t, Billy goat gruff! That’s my bed! It’s only big enough for me!” She stood in the curtained doorway and waved him down. “Get off! Now!” Once again, she grabbed him by the horns and yanked. And once again he shook her off like so much lint.

He ignored her demands, closing his eyes.

“Grrrr... this is beyond ridiculous! Did you miss the memo that I live alone? And that I’m the boss of my space!” The goat snored.

“Well! For crying out loud! Are you my husband reincarnate?” She spewed, assuming the goat understood everything she was spouting at him.

“Alright!” She raised her eyes to the heavens. “I’m going to have my supper and watch the news. Then I am going to bed. In my bed!”

Sally ate a tomato and cheese sandwich with a V8 juice chaser while she watched the news.

There were no breaking news stories about a missing goat that she could call the news station to report he’s here... with me... waiting for his people to claim him.

With Rodney unplugged, the news over, and food in her belly, Sally changed into her flannel nightgown and booted the goat over while she climbed in. Shoved tight against the wall, he turned over and flung his legs over the top of Sally. Breathing in her face. Just like her husband did for 40-odd years.

Come morning, she let Billy out before she made her morning coffee. And woke up Rodney.

“Rodney! You awake?”

“I am now, milady. What is your desire?”

“Have you learned goat lingo yet?”

Rodney sighed. “I have been trying. I can try it out on him. I do not think he will lambaste me like Spaghettio did if I do not have it right.

When would you like me to do that?”

“Now, please. I can’t believe I slept with a goat! And I don’t want to do it again! I live alone because I like it that way.”

Rodney flipped the lever on his chair with his bionic arm. “Very well. Point me at him and I will see what I can do.”

“I don’t know where he is. Outside somewhere. I’ll walk out with you to find him.”

At the end of the portico, Sally heard a bleat. The goat eyed her from under the mesquite tree.

“There he is, Rodney. Under the mesquite tree at the end of the outdoor kitchen... across from the water tanks. Can you make it alone?”

“Yes, milady. I have that route in my GPS. Here I go...”

Sally slipped back into the house to enjoy her first mug of fresh hot coffee and eat sourdough English muffin toast. Christopher and Matthew had stocked her up nicely with breadstuffs while they were still Bobby and Liam. She knew they’d be along soon to load her up again. Such excellent young men they were growing into. And forever safe from the mob, she prayed.

She also knew that Rodney will hit them up again for eyes to see with. If they’ve had the time to gather the parts, they will be ready to accommodate him with the surgery. He will be one happy mankin, she hopes.

It was hard to remember Rodney as Alliwicious, her life-size man doll. That’s what he was. A giant rag doll made of pantyhose and soft-toy stuffing. He began as a lark project for Sally and her daughter to play together one winter. 

Sally put him to work being her big guy protector when she travelled. He did a fine job. No one gave her a second look to accost as long as Alliwicious rode shotgun.

Alliwicious evolved to Rodney when Bobby borrowed him right before that midwinter emergency trip to Whatcom County, Washington. 

A hellacious wind storm had forced cousin April’s family into their van for living quarters until a giant elm tree could be removed from the 135-year-old house they were restoring. Sally had access to an old travel trailer that would, at least, provide more shelter and a kitchen for the next several months while repairs to the house were completed.

She hadn’t learned of the artificial intelligence that Bobby had installed until she was headed out. His first words were, “I prefer to be called ‘Rodney’.”

The trip was memorable, to say the least. But Sally and Rodney became great travelling companions quickly... when they weren’t sharing differences of opinion. Even that was okay with Sally. They both knew that she was still ‘the boss’, no matter what.

Since that time, Rodney got the bionic arm and electric wheelchair so he could be mobile. And he would no longer be embarrassed to have to be carried around. 

He thought he wanted to walk next. But changed his mind to wanting to be able to see first. It frustrates him when people talk with their hands and facial expressions instead of words... because he can’t see. He gets positively snarly when it happens.

Another pet peeve of Rodney’s is when people call him a man doll. You can almost see the steam roiling out the side of his head. To clarify his anatomy, he coined a new word for himself – and brother Teague. He insists they are mankins! Not manikins. And especially not dolls!

Over time, Sally found that living with a computer that looks like a man is kind of fun. She can give him tasks that would take her hours to complete and have them come back as pertinent, useful information. She enjoyed the camaraderie, too. They can have heated discussions that never get past a pout from him or a brisk walk for her. 

“All in all,” Sally says to the few who’ve met Rodney, “we’re a good team. I can’t imagine life without him anymore. He’s really grown on me.” Rodney purrs when she says things like that.

Sally was jerked back to the present when a ‘bam-bam-bam’ happened at the screen door. “Sally! Help! I cannot get through the door!”

“Hold on, Rodney! The screen door is closed. Back up so I can open it for you.” Standing behind Rodney was the billy goat. He butted the back of Rodney’s wheelchair. 

“I cannot back up. I am stuck.”

Sally’s shoulders sunk. “I see. Mission control, we have a problem.”

“Mission control? Who is mission control, milady? Do we have more visitors?” Rodney continued trying to reverse his chair; only to ram into a goat’s butting head. The wheels spun on his chair like it was stuck in the mud.

“Stop, Rodney! Hang on and look up mission control for yourself while I figure this out. Billy is pushing you forward. Your chair is no match for his blocking strength. You’re spinning your wheels when you reverse into him. I need a minute to think.”

“Very well, milady. Mission control – Headquarters; command post; nerve center. I do not get it, Sally. Who were you talking to?”

Sally stood staring at the screen door that opens out with a mankin in a wheelchair blocking it... and a goat determined to keep it from reversing.
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