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Prologue
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For those of you who did not participate in the reader collaboration poll to help write this book, here’s a smattering of background.

Sally Forester-Newton is an independent, resourceful, spunky 87-year-old woman who lives alone and loves it. If you don’t believe it, try to take her loner lifestyle away from her. But be ready to run fast like a bunny.

She lives on a plot of land in the Sonoran Desert with Rodney. Rodney is her, sometimes contrary, life-size man doll with artificial intelligence. 

Sally and Rodney (first named Alliwicious) live in a monolithic dome that looks more like an igloo. 

Sally is a magnet for mysterious misadventures. And often calls on her ‘village’ of mystery solvers to help pluck her way out of trouble. Will she need them to sort and save her from this one, too?
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Chapter 1 – Wake Up, Sally!
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Nope. It was not a dark and stormy night. It was late afternoon without a storm cloud in the sky. Sally had settled into the recliner to watch Gunsmoke. But she dozed off before Festus and Doc Adams could get the barn dance going.

She gasped. Suddenly fully awake when she saw a donkey peering at her through the screen door.

She asked, “Who are you and why are you staring at me through the screen door?”

The donkey did not respond, other than a sniff, a snort, and a nose bump on the screen.

“Hold on there, donkey. Let me get out of this recliner.” She slapped the foot rest down with her legs, forcing the chair to the upright position. She groaned when she stood up; her muscles sore from shoveling dirt into the driveway rivulets the last monsoon deluge dug.

Up close and personal to the donkey at the screen door, she scrutinized him and whoever was behind him.

Again she spoke to the donkey, “I see you have a name inscribed in your halter. Where’s your caregiver?”

Peeking past the animal that filled the entryway to her tiny house, she felt her mouth drop open. “Why do you have a horse with you, but not a caregiver?”

Again, the donkey sniffed, snorted, and nose bumped the screen door.

She waved her hand at him to slow down. “Okay, okay.” She snagged her walking stick that lives next to the door. “Back up so I can get the door open and investigate.

The donkey backed up, bumping into the horse. The horse backed up. She got the screen door open far enough to squeeze out; shoving the donkey out of the entryway. 

Surveying for a person that should, logically, be accompanying the creatures, she patted the donkey and read the inscription on his halter. It was stamped with ‘My name is Cyrus. Send me home’.

She said, “So, your name is Cyrus. Go home, Cyrus.”

Cyrus didn’t move. She edged past Cyrus to the palomino. He, too had an inscribed halter. She read it. It was printed with ‘My name is Tobias. Send me home’.

She said, “Okay, Tobias. I’m glad to meet you. You get on home, now.”

The horse snorted and whinnied. 

“Did you come for tea? Is that why you’re demanding my attention? Come on. I can fix that.” She walked to the water tanks, bewildered. The water dish she’d filled for the bunnies and birds was tipped over and lay on its side in the walkway. The horse and donkey followed, nudging her onward.

“I see. The water trough wasn’t quite big enough? I’ll get you a bigger bucket to drink from.” She grabbed a 5-gallon bucket and filled it with water from the tank.

The donkey drank first. Then the horse got its fill.

The two vagabonds turned and plodded away. Sally was left standing at the water tank, scratching her head in wonder.
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Chapter 2 – The Next Day
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It could have been a slow-motion instant replay of a football game. But this time Sally was busy in the kitchen. She nearly jumped out of her hide when Cyrus snorted and nuzzled the screen door.

After peeling herself off the ceiling, Sally dried her hands and went to the door. “Why are you back? More tea?” She pushed open the screen door, shoving Cyrus, the thirsty donkey into reverse, who then goosed Tobias into backing out of the portico as well.

“What? You guys don’t like the tea you get at home anymore? Is it time for a change?” She filled the 5-gallon bucket again, just like yesterday. The two filled up and promptly sauntered away.

When the two came for tea without an invite on the third day, Sally’s curiosity spiked. While the water bucket refilled, an overdressed, overweight, and snarling old woman came clunking around the water tanks. The clunking sound came from the 4-pronged cane she stabbed the ground with. In the other hand she balanced an ancient sawed-off shotgun.

Sally greeted her. “Hello there. Are you on the trail of a sociable and thirsty horse and donkey?”

“No, ma’am!” she growled when she spoke. “I’m coming to tell you to tether those two. They’re leaving hoof holes in my garden. I trip on their holes.”

Sally smiled. “I’m so sorry. But these fellas aren’t mine. They’ve begun coming for a visit and tea. Well, we call it tea. But it’s really just water. Have you come for tea as well?” Sally tried to lighten the grouchy woman’s mood.

“Nope.” She turned as if to leave. “I’m just lettin’ you know. Keep ‘em on a leash or in a corral. This is your only warning.”

“But...but...wait! I told you...” Sally was talking to a slow-moving hobbling back of an elephant on its way out of her compound.

She reached down and shut off the spigot just as it started to overflow. “Well, I’ll be. What do you think of that, guys? At least you had the etiquette to introduce yourselves. And did you hear what she said? That was a dire threat if I ever heard one. She means bad business.”

She patted and rubbed the two visitors. “This means I have to find out where you come from. Your caregivers need to know you’re in deep do-do with old Contrary Mary... and you’re pulling me in with you.”

She gave them a final pat. “You two hang on a minute and I’ll walk home with you.” She dodged into the desert igloo Sally calls home to trade crocs for walking shoes; to tell Rodney she was walking Cyrus and Tobias home; and grab her walking stick. She rushed back outside to find they’d gone on without her. 

She followed their prints out the road and up the wash. But lost their tracks when they left the wash to trod up the mountain. 

Sally sighed. “Great. Now what do I do?” She searched the mountain for movement of two equines. No movement caught her eye. 

She trekked back down the wash to home. Rodney was awake and making tapping sounds like only an immobile man doll with artificial intelligence can do. 

She kicked off her shoes and leaned her walking stick next to the door again. “Yes, Rodney. What do you need?”

“An explanation would be nice. Where did you go? Who is Cyrus and Tobias? Why do I not know them? Am I no longer included in your elite circle of friends?”

Sally shook her head and blew air through pursed lips.

“If you are shaking your head at me, you are wasting your time and mine. Have you forgotten that my eyes are painted on? Nonfunctional?”

Sally rolled her eyes. “Oh, Rodney! Chill a minute and let me gather my wits. I’m worried about Cyrus and Tobias. That Contrary Mary hulk threatened all of us. And I lost them when they left the wash. I only know the general direction and where they took off up the mountain. I’ll catch you up in a few minutes.”

Rodney snorted. “Very well. I will remain your silent servant. For now.”

Sally poured coffee in her favorite mug and perched on the edge of a chair at the table. 

She wrapped her hands around the mug; inhaled and exhaled slowly several times; and forced her shoulders down from around her ears. She finished the routine with wobbling her shoulders and stretching her neck. 

With a final exhale, she spoke. 

“Okay, Rodney. I apologize for being short with you. I guess you’ve been sleeping the last few times when the donkey knocked on the screen door.”

Rodney scoffed. “Did I hear you say a donkey knocked on the screen door? And remember to talk. Don’t signal.”

Sally grinned. “Yes. That’s what I said. So, it’s safe to assume you didn’t hear me talking to Tobias, the horse, either?”

“That is correct. Do tell.”

“Okay. I’ll start at the beginning.

Three days ago, I was asleep in the recliner when I was awakened by a donkey peering at me through the screen door.

His halter was inscribed ‘Cyrus’. He’s solid brown and has some age on him. But I was not moved to open his mouth and examine his teeth to determine age.

He was not alone.

Right behind him in the vestibule was a palomino horse. His halter was labeled ‘Tobias’.

I backed them out of the portico, thinking their caregiver was outside. He or she was not. 

The uninvited guests steered me to the water tanks. I gave them water. They drank and went on their way.

The same thing happened yesterday. And again today. But while I was running water for them today, a crochety old woman appeared and threatened dire consequences if I didn’t keep the duo tethered or corralled. They were leaving hoof prints in her yard or garden... or something.

Today I told them to wait for me. I would follow them home and tell their caregivers they need to mind their p’s and q’s under cataclysmic threat to their... and my... well-being. But they left without me. And I lost their trail. Now I have to decide what to do. She was scary. Her sawed-off sealed the fear.” Sally took another deep breath.

“Do you see my problem? Can you help?”
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Chapter 3 – Rodney’s Take
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“Hmm. I see your problem. But how can I help?”

“You can get that AI brain of yours working to give me some options.”

“Your wish is my command, Milady. Let me chew on it a bit.” Computer sounds came from the life-size man doll with the designer high-tops. 

While Rodney chewed, Sally sipped coffee and searched her own head for choices.

She swept and mopped the floor while she thought. She washed the windows while she thought. And she started a town run list while she thought. All Rodney did was bleep and blip. And then he became silent.

Sally plugged him in for a charge session, just in case he’d run his battery down. He said nothing, but his belly-button charge light came on. 

Having worn herself to a frazzle with thinking and housecleaning, she collapsed into the recliner and turned the TV on to Gunsmoke. Her favorite source of recharge.

Her eyes were closing when she heard, “I’ve got it!” and flew out of the chair.

“Oh! Rodney!” She held her chest. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack? What have you got?”

“Oops! So sorry, Milady. I guess I got a little over zealous once it all went together.

You want options? I have some. Are you ready? Do you need to write this down?”

“Not yet. Run it by me. We’ll go from there.”

“Okay. Here they are:

	Hop on and ride one of them up the mountain

	Follow them on your git-buggy

	Attach one of your dash-cams to one of their halters to see where they go and who their caregiver is


And that is the lot at this moment. Shall I continue plotting?”

Sally nodded. “All good ideas. But don’t stop. I’ll be sure my git-buggy is fully charged for tomorrow. And that a dash-cam is ready to go. I don’t think I’m ready to hop on just yet. They’re obviously people trained... but I don’t know about riding. I don’t need to be dumped on my keister unless that’s the last choice.

Thank you, Rodney. 

Rodney spoke in computer voice. “Keister – Slang for buttocks, fanny, backside...”

“Stop, Rodney! I know what keister is or I would not have used the word.”

“Yes, Sally. But I did not know the meaning of keister.”

Sally waved him off. “Yeah, yeah. Okay. I’m going out to ready the git-buggy and dash-cam. Do you need anything before I go?”

“Yes, ma’am. I think I could use a little sun. Will you wheel me outside with you?”

Giggling. “Sure thing, Rodney. I know how important seeing the sunshine is to your happiness.”

“Are you making fun of me, old woman? Your loyal man-servant... your perfect harmonizer... your personal entertainer.”

“Not at all, Alliwicious, old man. Just having a giggle, or two. Unloading the worries...”

“Grrrr... I asked you to call me Rodney.”

Sally stepped passed Rodney’s wheelchair and spoke over her shoulder. “Yeah. I know. Paybacks are hell.”

She’d snagged her keys on the way out the door. Powering up the git-buggy, she drove it to the shipping container doorway. Next came removing the lock to the container and building muscle to unlatch and swing the steel doors open. 

She stepped in to retrieve the charger for the buggy. It wasn’t where she always keeps it. Right there on the corner of that shelf. 

Growling, she moved the battery packs and peered around them. Nothing. Looking on other shelves. Nothing. Who would take the charger for her buggy? Why? It’s specific to the machine. It would be of no use to anyone who didn’t have the identical scooter.

She backed out and perched on the seat of the buggy. Recalling who has been here. Were the container doors open? 

She remembered asking Liam, Bobby’s friend, to grab the live rat trap and set it with the shiny potato chip bag as bait. When was that?

She shook her head. ‘Stop that! It has nothing to do with solving the mystery of the horse and donkey visits! Except in backtracking to locate the charger for the scooter to follow the four-legged gypsies home.’ 

She continued the conversation with herself.

‘They have to have a home. If they were wild, they would not have halters with their name inscribed on them.

And there’s no point in sitting here willing the charger to appear.’ She slid off the seat and snagged a web-cam and charge cord off the shelf. 

On her way into the dome-home to hook it up to a charge cord, Rodney whined.

“Who were you talking to out there, Sally? I am feeling left out again.”

Sally stopped. “Huh? Who was I talking to? I wasn’t talking to anybody but myself. What’s going on with you, Rodney? Are you trying to gaslight me? Have you suddenly grown an emotion? Are you feeling insecure? Spill it, fella.” She looked at the web-cam she was holding. “But hold that thought. Tell me after I plug this web-cam in to charge it.”

Rodney sputtered... “That is what I am talking about. You buzz around here, leaving me all alone and in the dark. I do not know what you are doing or who you are doing it with... it is like I do not exist other than to root out information on demand for you. 

We are not compadres anymore. I am just an overgrown computer to you.”

Sally stared in disbelief at her man-size doll. “I’m so sorry, Rodney. I didn’t know I was ignoring you. I also didn’t know you cared. You are an overgrown computer. Apparently with feelings that I knew nothing about.”

She put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed. It was soft and squishy... like the chunk of foam wrapped in fiberfill for muscle definition that it is. She swallowed the chuckle that ached escape. Not believing she was consoling a doll. 

“What can I do to make it up to you, Rodney? What do you need?”
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Chapter 4 – Rodney’s Needs
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Rodney muttered in a whisper. “I need a bionic arm and an electric wheelchair.”

Sally let loose of his shoulder and perched on a stump to stare into his eyes. The painted-on eyes that did not waver, but followed her everywhere.

She held each of his spongy gloved hands in hers. “Excuse me? Did I hear you say you need a bionic arm and an electric wheelchair?”

He spoke in his normal, clear voice. “Yep. That’s what I said. I need a bionic arm and an electric wheelchair so I can explore and keep up with you. I am tired of always being left behind while you go about discovering and socializing. 

It is embarrassing that you or someone else has to carry me – or come back to get me when you remember me.”

Sally’s mouth dropped wide open and snapped shut. “Holy tornadoes, man! Your needs are way, way above my pay grade. I do good to know how to charge you. 

You need to get with Bobby about this. And I don’t have a clue if even he can manage it.

Don’t you have anything simpler that I can do to alleviate your pain of insecurity?”

She heard pout in his voice. “Nope. I gave it exacting thought while you were gadding about without me. That is what I need. An electric wheelchair and a bionic arm to drive it.”

“Are you going to whine and torment me until you get it?”

“Yes, Milady. I am.”

Sally asked, “Would you prefer to live somewhere else? Like in an old folk’s home where there’s nurses at your beck and call to wheel you around?”

“No! Wait! Are you saying you will send me away for telling you what I need to be happy? But you asked me!”

“I’m not saying any such thing. I’m trying to understand and provide for you. But if Bobby can’t give you a bionic arm to operate the wheelchair that we find for you, you said you will whine and torment me until you get it. I can’t thrive with a whining and tormenting old soul in my presence.

If you will be happier somewhere else, I’ll just have to get by without you. It will be hard. Like losing an old friend. But your happiness is more important to me than your being by my side.”

Sally was sure she saw Rodney shake his head. “Oh, Sally. You’ve outwitted me again. 

No. I do not want to go live with anyone else. But I sure would like to be more independent without you having to do all the work. Can we ask Bobby to try?”

Sally agreed, “Why, sure. I’ll text him in a minute. But more critical, we have a horse and donkey to save from Contrary Mary’s wrath. 

I can’t find the charge module for the git-buggy. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, I do. Somebody tucked it into the book pocket of the chair when they wheeled me into the house.” He chuckled. “I guess they forgot to take it and put it away.”

Sally snarled. “Oh, you... you’re enjoying this way too much.”

Rodney chuckled again. “Yes, I am, Sally, old girl. But never too much.” Rodney made a sound like spitting on his finger. “Mark one up for me. You need me after all.”

“Yeah, yeah. I never said I didn’t need you. That was your own self berating rhetoric.” Sally yanked the charger out of the book pocket of the chair and trotted to the scooter to plug it in. That chore done, she returned to the ironwood sanctuary tree where she’d left Rodney.

“Okay, guy. I’ll grab my coffee and smartphone and join you out here. Maybe I can pull up a map to study that can give clues where those two came from. At least it’s something to do that makes me feel like we’re progressing.

Do you need anything?”

“Just for you to ask Bobby for my arm and chair.”

“Yes, Rodney. First thing. I’m doing my best to fulfill your desires, old man.”

Sally disappeared into the short tunnel that led into the dome. She came back laden with a coffee mug, a water travel cup tucked under one arm, a phone in her shirt pocket along with a small note pad and pencil. 

She unloaded onto the folding coffee
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