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Dedication

To Betty, my sister by choice. For suggesting the antagonist in this yarn. I made it work. Just like you said I would. Or did I? Muahahaha...

"Our anxiety does not come from thinking about the future, but from wanting to control it." ~ Khalil Gibran
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Prologue
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Sally’s daughter had sent the old, faded collection of family favorite recipes to Sally for updating. But updating is the understatement since most of the recipes were smudged beyond readable. Unless you were the one who typed them in the first place... Which Sally was. 

The recipes came from not just the family mamas. Several other mamas in the neighborhood and workplaces shared their family favorites in the old compilation. 

Sally had originally typed them (over a hundred recipes) in print-ready format and pasted them up on 8 ½” x 11” standard photocopy machine paper. This was well before indie publishing had been thought of. She knew that getting the attention of a publishing house would be insurmountable. But a vanity publishing house would be too expensive for this small-run family project. So, she settled on her own method of self-publishing that she’d used with the genealogy projects.

Her intent was to run-off several spiral bound copies. These she would share with her girls and the mamas who contributed to the project. But as usual, life happened. 

She got one set of the paste-ups photocopied and put together with a gigantic paperclip for editing. This one copy got passed around and the project fizzled.

Until now...
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Chapter 1 – The Project
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This morning, Sally sat gaping at the faded, stained, and smeared photocopied yellow paper. Willing the numbers and words to magically come through. 

Over the years, whoever had control of the packet had inked in over the typed words and numbers. That effort bought time for this tattered original editing version. And memory lane of actually typing the recipe made it possible to rebuild most of the collection. This time on a computer. In an app written just for recipes. 

“Glory be, Rodney! I think I can save the farm!”

Rodney bleeped. “Do we have a farm, milady? When you get right down to it, I guess we have enough rabbits, lizards, and visiting critters to call it the animal farm.”

Sally gawked at Rodney. “What are you talking about, old man?”

Rodney, Sally’s old man doll with artificial intelligence, blinked his slightly out of sync heterochromia eyes at Sally. “You said you can save the farm. I did not know we lived on a farm. In retrospect, I can see where this place could be called a farm. That is what I am talking about. But save it from what? Are we being attacked?” He made sniffing sounds. “I do not smell smoke. We are not on fire.”

Sally scoffed. “Oh, Rodney... You are so literal! And so figurative at the same time. You don’t even have a real nose, let alone olfactory glands. You can’t really smell a thing. 

I was talking about this battered old collection of recipes. With today’s technology, I can rewrite what I can read and it will live another 150 years. My great grands and their great grands can experience the family favorite foods their ancestors enjoyed. I am so pleased...”

Rodney sniffed disdain. “Very good, milady. I am so glad you are pleased.”

“Oh, Rodney...” Sally sighed. “I know you do your best to fit in and be the best entertainment in town. I appreciate all your efforts to be a first-rate companion and mankin. And you’re doing a fine job. Will you forgive me for taking the wind out of your sails?”

“Yes, I will, milady.” He sounded like a wooden puppet slapping its mouth shut. “Later.”

“Okay, fella,” Sally purred. “I’ll work on this while you get your pout settled. I’ll be right here when you’re ready to chat again.” She booted her computer and began inputting recipes... rubbing her forehead and mumbling regularly. A flashlight and magnifying glass within reach.

Sally worked and worked rebuilding the database of recipes. She included online nutritional values this time through. And used AI to help compose realistic pictures of the food. Day after day she typed, edited, updated, and posted. Until she laid down the last page... finished. 

After a day of rest, she printed a baker’s dozen (13) copies of the recipes. These she distributed throughout the neighborhood for editing. 

She asked the cooks of each house to prepare, taste, and add their thoughts to the recipes. She said she’ll be back in two weeks to pick up the edited copies and share a cuppa with them if they have the time.

Most of the chief cooks were thrilled for the opportunity to explore and critique the printouts. Those who weren’t she gracefully thanked for their time and moved on to the next. 

The 2-mile square neighborhood soon smelled of baking bread, pies, cookies, and chicken soup. It was heavenly. 

Talk was that this neighborhood would suddenly blossom in ways that nobody wants to bulge. But it all smelled so very mouthwatering 24/7.

However, something else was amiss during the cooking challenge. Things were vanishing. Odd things. Things like golden-brown crusts from bread, pies, and cookies. Things like golden-brown jewelry, crochet hooks, cigarette packs, and wrenches. 

Had the neighborhood become the shopping center for a swap meet vendor who sold only golden-brown objects? But who would buy golden-brown crusts?

Were the cooks also providing food for the thief? Sally had heard of people eating bread without the crust. But never of one who ate the crust, tossing the naked loaf out.

People were fast becoming paranoid over where to stash the baked goods to cool. Plus, how to hide jewelry, craft tools, and wrenches that had a golden-brown greasy hue. What’s the answer? 

Some quit cooking for a day, or two, to let the aromas dissipate. But the thefts continued. Shelving Sally’s project was not the answer.

A few neighbors visited all the swap meets around; looking for a vendor who was OCD about golden-brown merchandise on his or her table. There were none.

After two weeks, with the editing copies of the recipes retrieved, the overpowering aroma of baked goods in the neighborhood faded away. People were no longer wiping drool from their chins. But the thievery was alive and well. 
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Chapter 2 – The Efforts
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“I don’t know what else to do, Rodney. We have the whole place booby-trapped, photographed, encased in cholla glochids, and gated. We’re in our own tiny prison yard here. It makes no sense.” Sally stood with her hands on her hips in her puzzled grandma pose. She gaped at the banana cream pie sans golden pie crust edging.

“Why does anything golden-brown in color go missing – without a trace!” She peered closer at the now banana cream pudding. Grabbing the magnifying glass, she focused on the edge of the pie. 

“Well, I’ll be... Rodney, I see teeth marks. Whoever’s doing this has left clues this time. I’m taking a wax impression. We’ll get to the bottom of this yet.” Sally softened a chunk of wax enough to leave marks in it and pressed it onto the edge of the pie. It took three tries to make a satisfactory impression.

“Got the teeth marks, Rodney. Can you compare these marks to tools and teeth marks online?”

Rodney bleeped awake. “Excuse me, milady. I was dozing. What can I do for you?”

She held the wax impression in front of him. “Can you compare these marks to teeth prints from tools, people, and animals online? This is a clue to who or what is the golden-brown robber.”

Rodney blinked his eyes, snapping a picture. “I will do my best, milady. Give me some time to search.”

“Very good, Rodney. And thank you.”

While Rodney researched, Sally organized and updated the recipe database. 

Some she added comments to. Others she fine-tuned the photo. A couple she deleted altogether if comments like the ones below were unanimous among the testers:

	Too many steps

	Makes too many dirty dishes

	Ingredients are too hard to get

	Too lacking in nutrition when compared to saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium contents.


All in all, she was seeing good responses. She’d forgotten to add the star rating blurb to the editing packets, so could not apply the ratings as she went. “Bummer,” she said to no one when she realized it.

She’d decide at a later time whether to include a Bobby’s Sourdough section.

“Nothing there, milady.” Rodney said. “These prints don’t match anything on the internet.”

“Well, bummer again, Rodney. I guess we’ll have to go door-to-door. Although that’s a very scary proposition, to say the least. Can we canvas the neighborhood in a fast and easy way? What if someone takes offense at giving their teeth marks and wants to bonk us on the head?”

“Well, milady, we could go armed. Your self-defense fanny pack has come to our rescue more than once. You could hook my bionic arm up to the paintball gun.”

Sally laughed. “Great plan, Rodney... but neither of us can run fast enough if you hit the trigger accidentally and lambaste an innocent soul or their property with paint.”

A knock sounded at the door. Sally peered out the window facing her parking area before she went to the door. She saw a black minivan with rambunctious kidlets rocking it. It looked a tad familiar, but Sally couldn’t place it. She walked to the door and opened it a chain-lock width, using her foot as a stop.

When she met the smiling warm brown eyes of Mrs. Jenkins, she swung the door open wide. “I remember you now. You so kindly participated in the Mama’s Morsels of Home trial. What brings you to my humble abode?”

“So, this is where you live.” Her voice was warm and nurturing with a hint of steel beneath the kindness. “I’ve never been down this road before. I must say you have a unique home. I’ve always wondered what that hump in the desert was. The thick chaparral between here and the community almost makes your place invisible.”

While she waited for her visitor to state her business, Sally examined the giant flowered cobbler apron she wore. The pockets overflowed with wrapped penny suckers. She held a King Edward cigar box snug under her arm.

Mrs. Jenkins ogled the interior of Sally’s igloo, smiling and nodding. “Yes, this is very nice.” She straightened her stance and got down to business. She brought the cigar box to front and center.

“I’ve set up a community chest to hire a private investigator to identify and bring to justice the golden-brown robber. This stealing of crusts from all of our baked goods – not to mention the jewelry and tools – has got to stop! The natives are getting angry and threatening mutiny on the neighborhood. The cravings for a golden-brown of something are getting way out of control!” She switched the weight on her feet before she continued.

“The police have washed their hands of what they call our pilfering affair. I’m going door-to-door collecting donations to pay the investigator. They can start as soon as we have enough money in the community chest.” She shoved the cigar box toward Sally, opening it to receive her donation. Sally ignored the beckoning box.

Mrs. Jenkins prattled on. “It’s a couple that we’re hiring. A man and a young woman. They have an excellent reputation for success and belong to our local church. Although I’m sure I’ve never seen you at our church. You should come.”

Sally threw her hand up. “Woah there. Slow down. First, who are these private eyes you want to hire?”

Mrs. Jenkins flexed her jaw and sighed. “His name is Jack Morgan. He used to be a cop. His partner’s name is Sara... something... I can’t remember. I’ve never seen her.”

Sally nodded. “And have you contacted anyone he’s done work for?”

Mrs. Jenkins shook her head. “Absolutely not! He’s a member of our church. That says it all.”

Sally’s eyebrows raised. Frowning; her lips tight and thin. She wanted to send naïve Mrs. Jenkins away. But Sally lives in this community and does not need to make enemies of any of them. She reached in her pocket and pulled out the single dollar bill
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