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Prologue
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In Book 15, a heritage road trip found its way to the discussion table. Rodney, Sally’s mankin (big old man doll with a brain in his belly), insisted his own origin be visited, too.

Sally succumbed with the stipulation that he locate and document his line. Brother Teague (Madeline’s payment for defending Sally in the Sally vs the Marauders lawsuit) came for a visit and the two mankins got their heads together to fulfill the stipulation.

We pickup with Sally and Rodney getting ready to hit the road on this heritage road trip. This is the first time Sally has gathered her gumption to leave the place for more than a day since the horrific vandalism on her place greeted her.
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Chapter 1 – Load-up
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Sally stood with her hands on her hips, staring and frowning at the huge stack of her personal belongings. Belongings she did not want to leave behind for the marauders to break-up and steal while she and Rodney were gone. 

Rodney sat in his programmed wheelchair he calls Amy, blinking his slightly off-sync heterochromia eyes (he chose one blue eye and one green eye because Sally would not allow him to have pop-out, interchangeable eyes). “Milady! That is not all going to fit in the van! Why must we take it all with us?”

Sally scoffed. “To protect it from the marauders, Rodney. This is all important stuff – pictures, my genealogy documentation, land records, the vinyl records my sister and I made on grandpa’s record making machine when we were sprouts...

It can’t be replaced. Just because they missed it the first time around doesn’t mean they’ll overlook it again.

We either have to stay here to protect it or take it with us.”

Rodney sighed. “Why cannot we stash it in the Conex box? They cannot break the lock on it. It is fireproof and weatherproof. Niece Joany has a key – right? In case, you know, we do not return.”

Sally coughed. “What? Are you assuming we are going to meet our maker on this journey, Rodney?”

Sputtering. “No, milady! But we might decide to stay on one of the homesteads we are in search of. Like maybe... the lab I was conjured up in. You know how fast life changes.”

Sally growled. “Yes, Rodney. I know. And you’re correct. It’s not all going to fit. Go get the wagon. I’ll open the Conex and we’ll haul it in there.”

Three trips with a bulging wagon later, Sally locked up the storage and dusted off her hands. “I’m plumb tuckered now, Rodney. And thinking we better not go. 

What if those vandals come back and tear the place up again? I don’t have the energy or wherewithal to put it back together even once more. Great great grandpa John’s homesteading activities are not dependent on me locating and standing on them for a photo op. Neither is great great grandma Rachel’s history or her father Isaac’s. So, what if I don’t know if grandma Jeanette Noblet kept a sourdough pot to bake bread from?

And what if I don’t know how gramps John got to this country in 1872. I can leave the question of how he dropped from the sky into Wichita, Kansas to become naturalized to Mary Linn to figure out.”

She shrugged. “My satisfied curiosity has nothing to do with the price of rice today or the world we live in.”

Sally sighed. “I’m going to hunker down in my recliner, watch Gunsmoke or something and rethink this excursion. 

You better come and plug yourself in for a while. It wouldn’t do to run yourself out of power. This 87-year-old woman is too pooped to roll you and Amy around right now.”

Rodney sounded sad. “Yes, milady. But I really, really want us to do this. Teague and I have it all planned out. We’re excited to learn how we came to be.” Rodney followed Sally into the igloo to plug himself in for a recharge while his milady chilled and argued with herself.

While he charged, Rodney connected with Teague to strategize how to boost Sally’s energy and commitment to the heritage road trip project. The brothers made a plan.

The wily mankins’ scheme is to dig deeper into Sally’s Texas beginnings and glom onto a tidbit that will spike her curiosity. The said tidbit will be like a mega-powered magnet that not even fear of the ransackers can resist.

Their discovery will have to inspire Sally and give her the resolve and courage to leave the property unattended.

It took all night and until noon the next day; but the search paid off. This was one time that Rodney was glad he could work around the clock. The cool weather window to travel comfortably was closing. It would soon be too hot to explore and discover without subjecting Sally and Madeline to possible heat exhaustion. 

Besides their respective ladies, Rodney and Teague could fry their brain cells if temperatures hung over 104 degrees for too long. “It is a no-brainer, Teague,” Rodney said. “Pun intended.”

Here’s what Teague found to use as a dangling chunk of carrot cake.

A cousin of Sally’s. She still lived on her great great great grandpa Isaac’s homestead. And lodges in the cabin that Grandpa Isaac and Grandma Jeanette built.

Rodney zeroed his campaign in on Cozy Mae Glass Thorne; Sally’s cousin in Jack County, Texas. He contacted her by email; data was gathered; a meet and greet deal was struck.

The mankins learned that Cozy Mae Thorne is the only living child of Sally’s grandma Rachel’s brother. All of Cozy Mae’s people from the previous generations had long since died... leaving her an orphan in the truest sense of the word.

She’s 57-years-old and has 15 children.

She told Rodney that she’s done some very weird jobs while her husband, Clem, was inventing, not selling his inventions. Her jobs included, but were not limited to, a professional mourner; a bounty hunter; a test-driver; and a movie extra.

Her education was limited by financial embarrassment and indecision of what she could make herself do day in and day out. 

Cozy Mae confesses she’s a wannabe wanderlust who cannot say no to a child in need. She attracts needy children of all ages like homing pigeons to her inherited old cabin in the rolling hills of Jack County, Texas.

“When can I expect y’all? I don’t want to miss our visit.”
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Chapter 2 – Sally’s Surprise
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“Sally! Sally! I found it! I found the place!” Rodney could not contain his excitement while his chair Amy hauled him through the portico and outside to find Sally.

Sally stepped out of the garden enclosure, having decided she may as well plant it. Overnight she’d talked herself out of going on the heritage road trip. “What, Rodney? What place did you find?”

“The place your grandad was when he married your grandmom. In Jack County, Texas! And your cousin that still calls it home!”

Sally tilted her head. “My what?”

“Your cousin, milady! 

Her name is Cozy Mae Glass Thorne. She wants to know when we are coming so she will not miss us. She is kind of a roustabout and leaves the area for business when she has to. But cannot wait to meet us. And wants to show you the family album... and tell you the stories... and... and...” Rodney quit babbling and asked the most important question. “When are we leaving?”

“Hang on, Rodney! You obviously have been gadding about without me. 

Bring me up to speed.” Sally plunked onto her cushy chair under the ironwood tree. “What have you been up to?”

Rodney scoffed. “Okay. Okay. I am just so excited I cannot breathe.”

Sally waved him off. “Cut the dramatics. You don’t breathe. You’re a machine. Get to the story.”

“Well! Teague and I wanted to help you find a good enough reason for us to go on our adventure. So, we put our heads together and dug deep into Jack County for your grandad.

Not only did we find the homestead he stayed at when he married your grandmom, but we found Cozy Mae. Your great grandma Rachel is her great aunt.

She thought she was alone in the world and jokes she’s been repopulating the family line for genealogists.  And says she is so excited that she could do handstands.

She’s waiting for me to tell her when we are coming.”

Sally took a deep breath. “You say she has pictures, stories, and documents?”

“Yes, ma’am! The whole shebang. And plenty of room for us to camp.”

Sally grinned. “Is that so? You and Teague really put your heart and soul into this, didn’t you?”

Rodney sniffed. “Yes, we did, milady. We really want to make this journey to discover our own beginnings. And the window of traveling comfort is closing daily.

Can we do it? Please, please, can we do it?

You have surrounded the place with a secure and painful moat. You have paid for a security company to install cameras and monitor the place. Both niece Joany, as well as her friend, Jenny, will drive through to keep the lane looking well-traveled and check-up on things. Mulriley will patrol through regularly. Christopher and Matthew will spin through as well.”

Rodney made sounds like catching his breath. “What more can you do besides imprison us to stand guard like Yosemite Sam?”

Sally sighed. “I know, Rodney. You’re right. It’s silly of me to deny us a little road trip for a new view and adventure. But that horrific picture I came home to keeps popping up like a jack-in-the-box with no lock on the lid. Fear and anger follow. How do I stop that image from appearing?”

“Hmm. Yes, milady. I see what you mean. It is like a corrupt file sprig that continues to flash into my current task; disrupting the flow. Playing whac-a-mole with them does not help. They just pop up again.” Rodney made finger tapping on the table sounds.

“I am no rebel life coach like your niece Joany, milady, but how about this:

	Replace the bad picture with a happy one like you and me harmonizing on our first road trip – when we met.

	Recite positive affirmations like: 	‘I release fear and embrace joy’

	‘I trust in the process of life’

	‘I am capable and resilient’




Sally smiled at Rodney. “I’m so glad you’re in my life, old man. I’ll work on just what you said – because I know you are correct. I even heard Joany’s voice saying the words with you.

Why am I letting those yahoos hold me prisoner on my own place? I will not let them win – not in the courtroom and not in my head.”

She rocked herself out of her cushy chair under the sanctuary tree. “Come on, Rodney. Let’s load up and have a fantastic adventure. I trust in the process of life... Say it again, Sally...”
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Chapter 3 – Here We Go...
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Sally was as excited as Rodney to meet and greet her cousin she never knew about. Is this the connection she needs to finally find her place in the world?

Rodney lounged in the shotgun seat, buckled up and ready to roll. “I will be the navigator, Sally. I have the map all ready to go. ‘Turn left and drive ½ mile to the main road’. 

See? I can even sound like the GPS voice.” 

Sally giggled. “Yes, Rodney, you can be the navigator. Tell me how far it is to Jack County, Texas and how long it will take us to get there.”

Rodney bleeped. “It is 968 miles and will take about 15 ½ hours. Will we get there tonight?”

Sally coughed. “No. We’ll lay over somewhere. We’re supposed to be enjoying the journey, Rodney. You pressured me into leaving the place unattended... let’s take advantage of all this faux courage. It may take us a week to get there.”

Rodney sighed. “I just do not want to miss out on seeing my birthplace. Neither does Teague.”

Sally giggled. “It’ll be however it is supposed to be, Rodney. Take a breath... or rather, chill.

What else is there to see and do along the way? Are there caverns to explore? Or a ghost town?”

“Nope. Sorry milady. No caverns. No ghost towns. We must drive straight through.”

Sally snickered. “Me thinks my mankin is spoofing me. At least find us a rest area with wifi and food about 500 miles away. Can you do that?”

“On it, milady.” Rodney grumbled.  “There’s a rest area with wifi and food about 520 miles away.”

“Very good. We’ll camp there for the night.

The miles ticked off through Tucson, Lordsburg, and Las Cruces, New Mexico. The landscape would be boring for a passer-thru that considers non-metro views as desolate. To Sally the views were awe inspiring but a tad redundant. 

When they left Tucson and all the traffic hubbub, Sally switched on her MP3 player that’s only allowed to play bluegrass and cranked up the volume. By the third banjo picking, mandolin plucking tune, Rodney quit pouting and joined in with his perfect harmony. The miles ticked off faster.

By the time they pulled into the rest area, Sally was exhausted and so hungry she could eat a bear. Rodney whined for a recharge and threatened to shut down permanently. 

She plugged Rodney into the portable power station. For herself, she ripped off the top of a microwave beef stew pack and inhaled it.

A jaunt to the central welcome center came next. 

A shiver raced down her spine when she spotted a man sleeping on the paved entrance to the restrooms. He wore a ragged wool topcoat, canvas deck shoes with his big toe poking out the end, and a fedora hat like gramps used to wear when he was auctioneering. His tousled white hair splayed across the knapsack he used for a pillow. The worn fedora hat hid his face.

She glanced back at her old chevy van and counted her blessings; swallowing a twinge of guilt over this man sleeping on a concrete slab in the middle of nowhere in snake and scorpion country.

Sally used the restroom, washing everything she could without disrobing and growled when she saw her options for drying off was a hot air blower. But she did the best she could; still damp when she left the facility.

She hit the jailed vending machines for a bottle of cold water and a package of M&M peanuts. 

Trekking back to the van she wondered how the well-worn man got into his pickle. And decided she’d ask him in the morning. Maybe she could give him a ride or call somebody to help him... if the imagined snakes and scorpions don’t get him first.

Climbing in the big slider door of the van, she locked everything up and got ready for bed. As an afterthought, she grabbed the extra coverlet and trekked back to the welcome center. She covered the man with it, paying extra attention to cover his toes baring themselves out the end of his shoes, and trudged back to the van.

Downing a half a mug of coffee and half the bottle of water, she shut off the battery pack to Rodney and tucked in. Replacing the fearful pictures of her place in shambles with that of she and Rodney singing perfect harmony on their first journey north for cousin April. 

The journey that she learned Rodney was much more than a big old man doll named Alliwicious. Compliments of her grandson by choice. Whose name was Bobby at that time. Now his name is Christopher. He’s still the sourdough kid to her.

It was not easy... replacing fearful images... but she continued to work it until she finally fell asleep.

She woke up to strobing red and blue lights flashing past the edges of her blackout curtains and voices. She sat up in bed and peeked out a corner of the window.

Not able to see beyond the marked and unmarked police cars lined up like a SWAT team. An ambulance sat at the ready with its rear doors open. The attendants stood next to the doors by a gurney in waiting. 

The clock showed 2 AM, her usual rise and shine time. She clipped the curtain open; rolled out of bed and got dressed without benefit of lights inside the van... her answer to incognito snooping. 

Sally felt around for the half-full water bottle and slugged down the bottom half of it. Then set her coffee mug on the floor and filled it from the thermos with the aid of the flashlight.

With her mug on the desk, she opened the curtain all the way to watch the show.

Rodney bleeped. “What is happening, milady? Those strobing red and blue lights have waked me up.”

“Well, Rodney... it seems there’s some kind of emergency at the welcome center. All I can see is police cars and an ambulance. I expect we’ll have a visit from a detective if it’s a mystery to solve. But something tells me we won’t be pulling out anytime soon. I’ll turn on the charger for you while we’re in hurry-up-and-wait mode.”

“Will you move me so I can see, too? My butt is sore from sitting in this seat, anyway. I am afraid I will get seat-sores.”

Sally laughed. “If you weren’t so funny I’d growl at you. Because I know it’s physically impossible for you to get seat-sores, and that you couldn’t feel them if you could. 

But, Mr. Drama King, I’ll try to bring you back here with me and set you on my bed so you can see what I am seeing. Pretty much nothing but lights and heads bobbing.”

“Thank you, milady. Mind the shoes...”

Sally growled. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Here we go.” After bumping her head on the ceiling three times and knocking both his shoes off, Rodney slouched on her bed, leaning against the van wall so he could see out the full-length side window. He blinked his out-of-sync eyes several times while she put his designer high-tops back on his scarred feet. 

“All I see are strobing lights and bobbing heads, Ms Sally. Open the windows so we can hear them.”

Sally popped open the door windows. “There. Is that better?”

“No


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





