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Prologue 
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At the end of book 16, Too Many Bodies and a Burro, an enigmatic wild burro had hitched a ride with Sally to Arizona. 

He pulled it off by trailing down the road behind her. By the third attempt to leave without him, she threw in the towel and hauled him home to prevent his becoming so much roadkill. 

And while Rodney, Sally’s life-size old man doll with artificial intelligence, had mastered communicating with Cyrus (the donkey) and Tobias (the horse), the wild burro was not sharing his story. Not a word could Rodney drag out of him.

Upon arriving home, Sally named him Bro and laid down the laws of the land. “You’re free to wander at will with these caveats:

	Stay out of neighbor’s yards and gardens so you don’t go to donkey jail.

	Do not travel on paved roads. Cars and trucks are always, always killers on the prowl.


She left his halter on him so others would know he’s somebody’s friend. She added a tag with his name and her phone number inscribed on it in case he had a donkey moment and needed her.

Currently, Bro is a free spirit. He disappears, then returns; checking in on Sally and Rodney before he vanishes again.

We join Sally and Rodney in the middle of the night a few weeks later.
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Chapter 1 – Yikes!
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Sally leapt out of bed, grabbing her walking stick that leans by the doorway. “What? Who’s there?” She tip-toed to peer around the curtain that served as a wall to her bedroom. Nothing appeared.

“Rodney! Did you hear a deafening, spine-chilling, growling screech?”

Rodney bleeped. “Yes, I did, milady. It came from outside. I was searching the internet to identify it. But I found nothing even close.

I thought maybe it was a jaguar or mountain lion. But no. It was not the same blood-curdling sound they make. Now I hear sirens. Had we better go look at what is going on in the neighborhood?”

Sally leaned her walking stick next to the door. “I suppose. Let me get my slippers on and grab the flashlight.” Needing an impromptu weapon, she picked up the hairspray sized can of fire extinguisher and poised her finger on the button on her way out the door. Rodney followed her in his wheelchair, Amy.

“Position yourself to race back in, Rodney. I don’t want you to get attacked again. Your feet can only take so much restitching.”

“Yes, milady. I will aim Amy to wheel back in lickety-split.”

“Thank you, Rodney. Now keep quiet so we can hear a branch crackle.” She flitted her flashlight hither and yon. Nothing moved or looked out of place. No brush crunched. She sniffed.

“I smell smoke.” She flipped off the flashlight and peered all around. “I see flames and flashing lights, Rodney. There’s a fire in or near the community. It looks small. They should have it out fast. I think we’ll be okay, but I’ll get the van keys in case we have to evacuate. 

Let’s watch it from next to the van... just in case.”

“Amy, take me to the van,” Rodney ordered his wheelchair. “I will park by the shotgun door, milady so you can toss me inside fast.”

Sally nodded. “Good. I’ll be right out and open the door so we can swoop in if we must.”

The emergency vehicles shut off their strobing lights and left the scene within the hour.

“It looks like they’ve got it under control, Rodney. Let’s lock up and go back inside. I’m guessing I’m up for the day, but you can go back to bed if you wish. One of these days I’ll catch up on my sleep... I know I will. That abrupt landing on my head from the roof has taken its toll on me.”

“Amy, take me home,” Rodney told his wheelchair. “I will see you inside, milady.” He made a yawning sound. “I am still plumb pooped.”

Sally rolled her eyes. “Yes, I can tell. And I’m in awe of all the sound effects you’ve mastered. I sure hope you can converse with Bro one of these days. What is that donkey up to...?”

With the coffee pot perking merrily and the timer set, Sally sat at the table; a notepad and pencil in front of her. She didn’t have a clue why she had the notepad front and center or the pencil poised to write... but there she perched. Waiting for inspiration or instruction from somewhere. The aroma of fresh hot coffee perking saturated the air. She purred with the memories the scent brought up.

The timer beeped. She dropped the pencil; annoyed at being ready to write something but not remembering what – or what it even was related to. Hokey things like this seemed to be happening more and more often. Her 88th birthday looming large, she beat down the age ogre once again and filled her coffee mug to start again.

Re-reading Cozy Mae’s letter with her coffee reminded her how fast life changes. Some changes are terrific. Others... not so much.

Sally learned of cousin Cozy Mae’s existence only weeks ago. The introduction meeting was a fast and furious event that she was thrilled with. A positive change.

But the letter said Cozy Mae is now a widow. They found her husband, Clem, in his laboratory – his inventor’s den – soon after Sally and Rodney returned home. A negative change.

Now Cozy Mae is trying to decide what she wants to be in her newfound freedom. Unexpected freedom that makes her feel like she’s flailing at the flipping end of a whip-rope. 

Where will this forced new beginning take her? Is it an unexpected gift or a downward spiral? Can it be both?
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Chapter 2 – Cozy Mae’s
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‘He left me a legacy that you won’t believe!’ Cozy Mae wrote in the letter to Sally. ‘Her name is Ruth Ann. She has a sidekick. His name is Sparkle. They haven’t figured out their lot in life either, except to assist me and remember him by. I’m toying with handing this 53,000-acre inheritance over to our 15-children and hitting the road. Becoming vagabonds. Vagabonds who serve a purpose. Our purpose? We don’t know yet. 

You’ve been in our situation, cousin. What are your thoughts?’ 

Sally picked up the pencil again, flipping it between her fingers. “That’s what’s wrong! I need a bigger piece of paper to jot down all the options I can think of.” She hopped up and opened the secretary she’d inherited from her mother. It was oak and very old. Older than Sally. But not older than dirt.

Her mother got it from her father, the auctioneer. It was a piece that came in to be auctioned. Grandpa was the highest bidder before anyone else had a chance. 

That happened a lot when any of us – his kids and grandkids—wanted or needed what came in for auction. What were the sellers’ reactions? Considering the bottles of Jack Daniels consumed on auction day between Grandpa and his cronies... they must have been fine with it. There was always a glut of happy buyers and sellers every auction day in Sally’s youngster memory. 

She opened the drawer and pulled out a stenographer’s notebook – the kind with the spiral on the top and the line down the middle of the page. She counted the lines. “24-lines per side. I can list 48 opportunities for Cozy Mae’s new life. That ought to divert her into a new-life tailspin.”

Traipsing back to the table with the steno-pad Sally assured herself she’s not losing her mind. “I’m just a little tired and overwhelmed by new-found cousins with new-old problems and sleep interruptions.”

She included the professional mourner; bounty hunter and movie extra that Cozy Mae was already experienced at. At this time, after numb and before settling in, when her psyche is making like a whirling dervish, Cozy Mae might need reminding that all three of these previous occupations are entirely suitable for a vagabond lifestyle. 

Knowing that attempting to come up with 40-plus occupations for a 57-year-old new widow with sidekicks all at one sitting would spell frustration, not productivity; Sally left the pad with a pencil on top in the middle of the table. She could let her brain shuffle in the background and jot as a single thought pops up.

By daylight, Sally had:

	Campground Host

	Writing your memoirs

	Seasonal Tour Guide

	Camp cook

	Genealogy researcher

	Gravestone Hunter


And 17 more ideas noted. With daylight comes sidetracking interruptions and chores. Chores that Sally renames ‘Tasks with benefits’ when they become too many to fathom. The renaming reminds Sally that she will benefit from the effort required.

The day, like every day, zipped by like a well-siliconed zipper. Food got eaten; chores got done; rumor of a Blue-footed Booby that lives on the pacific coast and in the Galapagos getting blown off course surfaced. That sent Sally on a hunt for more information. 

Rodney heard Sally muttering to herself about the Booby and stepped in to help.

“Did you say the Blue-footed Booby, milady?”

“Yes, Rodney. They say one was spotted up at the wildlife sanctuary. I want to know more. They have blue duck-like feet rather than claws. And they’re big! Big like 3 feet long with a wingspan of 5-feet! That’s almost taller than me!”

“Hang on, Sally. Let me do my job.” He cleared his throat.

“According to Wikipedia...


The blue-footed booby (Sula nebouxii) is a marine bird native to subtropical and tropical regions of the eastern Pacific Ocean. It is one of six species of the genus Sula – known as boobies. It is easily recognizable by its distinctive bright blue feet, which is a sexually selected trait and a product of their diet. Males display their feet in an elaborate mating ritual by lifting them up and down while strutting before the female.


Listen to this, Sally! They have parties! Can we go to a blue-footed booby party?

No. Wait. They have their parties in the water...


Boobies travel in parties of about 12 to areas of water with large schools of small fish. When the lead bird sees a fish shoal in the water, it signals to the rest of the group and they all dive in unison, pointing their bodies down like arrows. 

Plunge diving can be done from heights of 10–30.5 m (33–100 ft) and even up to 100 m (330 ft). These birds hit the water around 97 km/h (27 m/s) and can go to depths of 25 m (80 ft) below the water surface. Their skulls contain special air sacs that protect the brain from enormous pressure. 


Sally giggled. “No, Rodney. No blue-footed booby party for you. But I’d like to see them in action. And I hope the one visiting cousin April’s sanctuary can get himself back to the coast. He – or she – won’t survive here. Holy mackerel, indeed!”

Sally stopped by her growing list of Cozy Mae options. She wrote:

‘Bird return to habitat service’ for blown off course blue-footed boobies.

The day ended with Sally nestling into the recliner to watch the news while she ate her supper. At sundown, she told Rodney goodnight. He responded with, “Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

“Bite your tongue, old man! There will be no bedbugs in this house!”

But along about 2 AM, it happened again. 

A blood curdling, spine-chilling growling screechy roar. With the smell of smoke and the sound of sirens coming soon after. 
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Chapter 3 – Instant Replay
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It could have been an instant replay of the night before – with 24-hours lapsing for the length of the ‘instant’. The fire was in a different place and was quashed quickly.

On the third night, there was no fire to accompany the sound. Only more disruption of sleep for Sally and everybody else in the neighborhood.

Sally called cousin April. “Is there an elephant at your sanctuary? There’s a nightly hullaballoo that’s waking me up. It’s very loud and disturbing. Sometimes accompanied by a fire.

The sound kind of resembles an elephant’s rumbling trumpet. Is somebody up there having a fireside chat with an elephant?”

April chuckled. “Not that I know of Sally. But it’s not impossible. You could call Christopher or Matthew and ask. It puzzles me that you would call me here... two thousand miles away to ask first.”

“Well, April, me too, now that you mention it. I seem to be having more senior moments after that dive off my roof. Then I straighten up and I’m myself again. It’s quite bizarre. And scary.”

“That’s concerning, Sally. Did you get a concussion? Could this be a residual symptom?”

Sally laughed. “How the heck do I know? I was off in some alien invasion for who knows how long... I swear it was all real and that Joany is gaslighting me. Is it a trick to get me to move to her south end?”

April laughed. “I can’t imagine... but I don’t know. I’ll do some checking on my end concerning concussions and get back to you. 

So, beyond behaving weirdly... how you been? All good with your people?” April gulped a breath before continuing. 

“Drew’s got a huge fireplace order in the kiln. He’s trying to save them from a bad glazing compound. He’s quite sleep deprived right now while he’s trying to save the lot... I’m worried. But my worry doesn’t stop it from happening. 

I try to keep quality finger-food ready for him to grab and go with. And continue to clear these huge lawns to mow when they get dry enough between rains. The rain and wind are winning.

On the other hand, we’ve had no hurricanes or tornadoes to scamper from. So, I need to quit whining and go with the flow.

I read a good quote the other day. You should write it down as a reminder to yourself as well. Here it is:

‘The gulf stream will flow through the straw if the straw is aligned with it and not at cross purposes with it.’

I don’t know who said it. But it got my attention.”

Sally purred. “I like it. I’ll post it. But I’m unclear as to how to align myself with a nightly roaring pyromaniac. 

I’ll let you go, April. I may text Christopher. He and Matthew should show up soon to refill my sourdough pantry. Maybe they’ll bring an elephant with them this time. And my hitchhiking donkey if that’s where he’s getting off to.

But that’s another story for another day. Take care. Talk later.”

Sally ended the call and stared at the unfinished list of options for Cozy Mae’s future. A future with two sidekicks... Ruth Ann and Sparkle. Built by her husband, Clem. As assistants. Sally giggled, “As if she needs assistants with 15 children and umpteen grandchildren at her fingertips.”  

With no picture to assign to Ruth Ann and Sparkle, she was free to build her own image of the assistants. Are they metal, like the Tin Man in the Wizard of Oz? Wood like Pinocchio? Or soft and squishy fabric and stuffing like Rodney and Teague? 

To be assistants, they must have brains of some sort... and mobility. Much more sophisticated than Rodney and Teague who started out as life-size man dolls. A lark for Sally and her daughter to spend quality, hilarious time together. 

Lacking any defining details from Cozy Mae, Ruth Ann and Sparkle remained blank pages for Sally. Will she ever meet them? Does cousin Cozy do Facebook? Sally asked herself, “Do I do Facebook?”

She declared the options idea list finished. The 48 lines weren’t all filled in, but there were enough suggestions to get Cozy Mae’s head churning in some direction. She popped it into the mail with a hand-drawn map of how to find Sally’s compound if travel was her new career choice.

Sally texted Christopher, her grandson by choice. Without Christopher, Sally may still be stuck in the Alzheimer’s Care Center... lost to her people and place forever. 

On the flip side of that coin, if she hadn’t been accidentally shipped to the Care Center instead of to the hip repair rehab facility, she would have never met the one they call the sourdough kid. She smiled, finally realizing the good that came out of that horrific loading dock debacle.

It's Christopher that’s game for anything. Even enlisting Sally to dance around the rules with him at a sourdough bakeoff. He’s the one that installed artificial intelligence in Rodney – without her permission or knowledge. He and his friend Matthew gave Rodney his bionic arm, vision, and his wheelchair, Amy. And it’s Christopher and Matthew who keep her sourdough bread box brimming with mouthwatering, tummy-loving goodies.

She shook her head out of memory lane and wrote the text to Christopher. ‘Have you an elephant up there in the sanctuary?’

He replied, ‘No. We wondered if you had one down there. And if the visiting donkey with ‘Bro’ on his tag is yours.’

Sally giggled. ‘No elephant. No arsonist. Yes, a Bro. When are you coming to refill my breadbox?’

Christopher’s reply was a thumbs-up. To what, Sally had no clue. She let it go, assuming he’s at work and busy.

An emergency alert sounded on her phone. She tapped it.


‘Police
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