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Epilogue

“I was shaken awake by my grandma’s voice and her icy hand gripping my arm. She tugged at me demanding ‘Get up, girl! Come with me! Now!’. I let her take me by the hand and I followed her through the flames and outside somehow – with my purse on my arm and my 3-year-old Skechers on my feet.

She wore one of simple hippie dresses that she used to make for herself. She said they were hippie dresses because they are suitable for daytime casual and nighttime jammies. But this one was neon bright. Did I mention that she’s been dead 20 years?

And that’s the story. Am I on my way to the looney bin?”

I gulped. “If you are, I’m going too. I saw her dancing across the desert after I heard your door open, the step clunk, and the door close. But when I checked, you were sound asleep on the bed exactly as I left you.”
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Chapter 1 – What Are You Doing Today, Joan?
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Tracking through the instructions for my new vacuum canning system, I derailed when my phone rang. The screen read ‘Irene’. Swiping the answer icon, I said, “Yes, Irene. Thank you for yanking me out of this instruction book written by non-English speaking people.”

“Hey, Joan. What are you doing today?”

“Well, I was going to can me some MRE’s in pouches. What do you say I’m doing?”

“I’m with a friend in dire need of you and your sanctuary. She’s out of a job, a home, and a car all at once. You game?”

“Hmm. Let me think about that... Is there drugs or alcohol involved?” I’m tolerant of about anything, but have never had a happy ending to a drug or alcohol infested case.

“I don’t think so... but I’ll ask her.” Joan heard mumblings, “No, ma’am. No drugs. No alcohol.”

“Well then, of course, I am. Where is she?”

“Here, in Tucson. Max is a participant in a possible fix for his blindness. We’re going to be here in Tucson for the study. But that’s news for another time. Zale and I are in the city center park. Do I need to meet you at Picacho?”

“Sure. That would be peachy. When?”

“Hmm. Let’s say three hours. We can do lunch at the Dairy Queen. I’m buying.”

“Sounds good. See you in a few...”

***
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THREE HOURS. I HAVE to leave in two hours. Not enough time to process a pressure cooker of pouches. But enough to set-up the vacuum chamber and learn how to seal chicken vegetable soup in them. According to what I read and watched on You Tube; the pouches have to be about room temperature processed; not hot and not cold. It might work...

***
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I LOVE IT WHEN THINGS work out like the picture in my head. It’s a rare experience... but a necessary one to keep life in balance. I’ve been known to take on an easy-peasy mini project just for the shot of serotonin to lighten the load of life.

With eight, count them – eight – ready to process pints of nutritious chicken rice soup pouches in the fridge, I was flying high down the I-8 toward Picacho. Until I scooted into the booth next to Irene and facing my prospective new client. 

She was a tiny, nervous ghost of a woman. Twiggy in stature – could I tell that from the sitting position? Her blonde scraggly hair was pulled back with wispy ends escaping the clip. When we shook hands across the table, her grip was as loose as chilled fresh taffy on warm, buttered hands. I wanted to catch it and fold it in. But I didn’t. I let it drop back to the tabletop in a mound.

I looked at Irene with a ‘what was I thinking?’ raise to my eyebrows. Have I bitten off more than I can chew?
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Chapter 2 – Take Her or Leave Her
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When I returned to the table after ordering fries, hot fudge sundaes and iced tea chasers all around, Irene was on Zale’s side of the table. She had Zale pinned in and was patting her forearm. I sat the order number teepee on the end of the table and slid into the facing bench.

“So,” gazing from one to the other, “who’s in for filling me in?”

Zale clenched her hands together and stared at the woven fist she’d made. 

Irene raised her eyebrows, looked at me and took the wheel, “I guess I am. I’ve never seen Zale shy. She’s normally an outgoing, rib-poking coffee pouring go-getter.  But I don’t think I’ve ever seen her when she’s lost her job, her car, and her home all in one day.  And on her 63rd birthday. At least that’s what I know about. That’s it in a nutshell, Joan.”

The gasp that came from me sounded like a bomb exploded. I shot a look around the room... guessing I was the only one who heard it when nobody ogled back. Neither did Irene or Zale. 

“Well. Hmm. Yes, I can see where that would be a live hornet in the ointment. Oh my...” I tapped my fingers on the table to buy time to respond in a logical, inspiring manner. Our food came. I plucked two fries out of the bag and chewed them down. Then I picked up my spoon and dove into the hot fudge sundae. Irene did the same. Zale ignored the food. She was a lump of breathing clay.

Halfway through the sundae, I laid the spoon on the table and reached over, wrapping my hand over Zale’s single clenched fist.

“I can say with certainty, Zale, that this is just an earthquaky bump in the road. It will get better. 

And I’m willing to invest my time and energy into helping you over – or around – it for your plucky new life. If you want me to. But I won’t contribute to watching you succumb.”

I picked up my spoon and finished my sundae to the last drop, watching Zale for any kind of a response.

I was nearing the bottom of my iced tea sipping before I saw movement. She lifted her head and looked at me through tears drooling down her cheeks.

Her words came out as a yodeling snarl, “And how do you see a way out of this?” 

“That’s the easy part. First things first, one step at a time, and know that everything – that’s everything – is temporary. In a donut hole.”

She shook her head, pulled her hands apart, sighed, and tossed her head back to gaze at the popcorn ceiling. Then squared her shoulders. “Okay. You’re on. Since I’m looking at a park bench, a restaurant dumpster and a cardboard box as my new life and you’ve both put so much into me already, I’ll give it a shot. But right now, I’m not seeing it.” The yodeling stopped. Her voice got stronger, more alto bossy by the end. A natural born order-in caller.

“So, Joan, what is this first thing first you spoke of?”
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Chapter 3 – Just Breathe
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I chuckled, “Just breathe. Take three purposeful breaths. Inhale through your nose to the count of four. Hold it to the count of 7. Then exhale through pursed lips to the count of 7.” She gawked at me like I had two heads. “It will be fine. Just do it. Joan says.” 

Irene patted her arm, “Come on. Give me your hand. We’ll do it together. Because Joan says. And she came a long way to tell you to breathe.”

Irene and Zale worked through three purposeful, healing breaths. I saw both their shoulders settle down a little from around their ears.

“Good. You’ve come up to the starting gate. Now conjure up one thing to be grateful for. You can do it. And tell us what it is. Then I’ll tell you one of mine... and Irene will share as well.”

She stared at the table, wringing her hands, then lifted her head. “I’ll say I’m grateful for Irene. A true friend. And, maybe, even you, her true friend.”

“Yayyy!” I clapped my hands together, everybody turned and looked at us before returning their attention to their own party. “Oops! Sorry. I forgot we’re in public. But it excites me when I see that my clients will be just fine in time.”

“Wait!” Zale paled even more, “Did you miss the memo? I’m unemployed. I have no cash flow. I can’t pay you.”

“Tsk, tsk, Zale. That’s one of the things that tags me a rebel. I don’t bill you. My clients pay me what they can, when they can, and only what it’s worth to them. People need help, not more worries. And I haven’t starved yet. Can you live with that?”

Zale nodded slowly, “I guess so. A second something to be grateful for.”

Irene squeezed Zale’s shoulder, “That’s the ticket! What’s next, Joan?”

“Eat your food. Drink your tea. Even hot fudge sundaes and fries are nutrition in a pinch.”
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Chapter 4 – The Mission; Should You Decide to Accept-it
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Zale spooned in her gloppy sundae, drinking the last of it like a milkshake. She teased at the fries, but drank all her tea. She took three deep breaths again, relaxing her shoulders even more.

“Okay, boss, what’s next?”

“Well, since we can’t set up housekeeping here at the Dairy Queen, I tell you what I can do, and you decide whether to come with me or head back to your park bench with Irene.” Her eyes glassed over. “Okay?”

She sighed, “Okay. I guess.”

I hesitated, waiting for her attention. After about an hour-long minute, she sighed, wobbled her shoulders, and looked at me. “I’m ready to listen... lay it out.” Did I detect a glimmer of an ‘order-in’ attitude?

“Okay. Here it is. 

I have a little Coachmen camp trailer that we can tidy up to give you a place to call your own for the time being. It’s part of my primitive sanctuary... the place where I winter. It’s off-grid. We don’t do everything the hard way so much as a different way. There are a few more amenities than a park bench, but town is about 20 miles away. We’re isolated. And, most important; we don’t tell anybody where we live.”

I stared back at her, “Are you getting the picture?”

She nodded, “You’re far from town, rough, and invisible. Who’s ‘we’?”

“We is another client turned friend who has her own little Scotty on the property. She’s a landscaper with a little Chihuahua lapdog we call Patches. 

Jenny minds her own business—most of the time.” I smiled to promote the sarcasm.

“The plan is to engage you in my fast-track 7-step, 7-day program to hone in on your new life. It’s to set you on the path and get you rolling in the direction you want to go.

You’ll work your buns off physically and emotionally. And you’ll be glad you did.”

She was nodding. I still had her attention.

“And did I mention you might get side-tracked into a rescue operation along the way? They happen fast and we all get knee-deep in whatever do-do floods in.”

I splayed my hands, “And that’s the outline. You have about 5 minutes to make your decision. But I don’t have a watch. We’ll have to best guess it...
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Chapter 5 – Back at the Rabbitranch
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Big surprise. Zale chose door #2, the Rabbitranch, over door #1, the park bench in Tucson. Irene shook her head at me when I looked for Zale’s luggage to find none. 

Zale was quiet as a church mouse on the journey home from Picacho, save snapping the gum she folded into her mouth when we settled into my truck for the ride. At 63 years old, I didn’t see that annoying habit as breakable. But it was hard not to picture her as the purple cow chewing her cud. The purple cow that skydives and rides roller coasters with her buddy. She’s invaded TV recently. I don’t remember what she’s selling, but I remember the purple cow. And now I’ve associated her with Zale. Bleh!

I decided answering my 20 plus questions could wait until she got settled into the Coachmen. Unless she offered answers without questions. She didn’t.

Here’s the one communication we had from the time we left Picacho until we got her bed made in the RV:

“If it’s okay with you, Joan, I’ll lay down here in my new digs for a while. I’m so tired I could melt.”

I nodded. She slumped onto the freshly made bed. I closed the door on my way out.

***
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I POURED MYSELF A CUP of coffee and started a file on Zale. It took longer to set the file up than to bring it up to date. A 63-year-old twiggy blonde go-getter that lost her job, her house, and her car on the same day – her birthday. She snaps chewing gum incessantly. Sent to me by Irene. That’s what I’ve been told so-far.

Closing up the file, Jenny was my next stop. She had no way of knowing we had company on property. No six-shooter required when she hears a new voice and off noises.

It’s not that Jenny’s a bomb ready to go off, but she’s very protective and has saved my bacon more than once. And I hers. But I use words and pepper spray while she carries a six-shooter that she’s not afraid to use. Although, come to think of it, I’ve never seen her actually shoot anything or anybody. But I won’t be the one to put her to the test.

***
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“HELLO THE HOUSE. YOU awake?”

I heard barks and a thump like a little dog diving to a floor.  She greeted me at the door. “Hey, Patches... is your mommy about?”

A wimpy voice slurred back at me, “I’m here... sick... don’t come in...”

“Oh my. That will never do. Is it a cold or the flu? Do you have a fever? How can I help? What do you need?”

“I have no chicken soup or saltines... too hard to think right now...”

“Okay. I’ll sneak soup and crackers onto the table. I’m giving you a heads-up that I have a client on property. Don’t panic and come out with guns blazing unless I screech for help. Do you hear me?”

“Uh-huh....”

“I’ll bring soup and check back in a while.” No response. On the way back to my own abode, I searched my memory bank for the last time either of us was sick. There was none. This is a first. Of course, so is this rumored pandemic. It worried me. And can I even find a bandana or two to use as a mask? 

Finishing my pouch canning project today is not even on the table. It has to live in the fridge for now. I grabbed my soup pot and got busy getting chicken vegetable soup on the stove; forgetting that my pouch canning project was chicken vegetable soup. ‘Oh well... one can never have too much chicken vegetable soup...’

I heard the door do the Coachmen squawk open and the step creak. 
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Chapter 6 – Prying Eyes, Neon dresses
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“I hear you, Zale,” I sang out. “I’ll be right out. Want a cup of coffee?”

No response except the Coachmen door slamming shut and fast ground thumps, like a Homo sapien running away. I stepped to the screen door and peered out. The ramada was vacant of people, pets, and wildlife, except for a tiny lizard waiting for dinner. 

I turned the burner down on the soup, dodged out the door and perched on the bench, clutching my coffee mug. My view was almost 360◦. Few blind spots met my gaze while I studied the desert landscape for activity. I caught a glimpse of a bright neon dress – or was it a flag—in the distance. What?

The desire to see if Zale was still napping in the Coachmen was overwhelming. But so was the fear of what just went on here. I was reminded once again of how dependent I’d become on Jenny. But Jenny is as powerful as wilted celery at the moment. I’m on my own.

Practicing my own preaching, I mimicked pulling on my big girl britches, grabbed the pepper spray from my self-defense fanny pack, and scrutinized the expanse from the door. Nothing moved. Not even the lizard.

I pushed on the screen door. It snapped open. Nothing jumped. Nothing moved.

Stepping out, pepper spray aimed, I meandered around every building and vehicle. Nothing.

I turned the knob on the Coachmen and opened it as quiet as I could. Peering around the mini entrance wall, I saw Zale sprawled out on the bed where she’d slumped. Her position was the same as I’d last seen her.

If I could have thrown this puzzle back in its box, I would have. But I had to walk away from it and let it cook. Which is what the chicken soup was doing – and probably done by now. I eased the door closed again and trekked back into my own tiny house, setting the pepper spray in the doorway for easy grab and shoot. 

The soup smelled so good I almost had to devour a bowl full before delivering a kettle of it to Jenny. But I didn’t. Besides my ‘do unto others’ conscience, it was too hot to eat just yet.

I ladled a tiny kettle full, clamped on the lid, grabbed a tube of saltines and hiked up the lane to Jenny’s Scotty. No mask, of course. ‘Don’t breathe’ I told myself when I opened the screen door and slid the food onto the table. 

“Soup’s on the table,” I bellowed, “Call me if you need anything else. I’ll check on you tomorrow.” 

Patches barked. Jenny groaned. I left them to their mending with a hope and a prayer.

Zale sitting at the giant picnic table in the ramada startled me. “Oh! You’re up! Good. Things have been spooky around here. You ready for a bowl of chicken soup and fresh hot coffee?”
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Chapter 7 – How to Pull Hen’s Teeth
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“Sure.”

“I’ll ladle and pour and pass it through the door to you.”

“Okay.” 

I began questioning while I ladled soup, “Are you always this chatty?”

“No,” I heard from the doorway.

“Where does the name ‘Zale’ originate?”

“Short for Azalia.”

“So, you like saltines with your chicken soup?”

“Yes.”

I handed paper bowls, crackers, utensils, and salt and pepper out the door. She set the table.

“How do you like your coffee?”

“Straight.”

Handing her the mug of coffee through the doorway, I followed her to the table and shinnied into the bench. 

“Are you running from anybody?”

She stopped spooning in soup and looked at me with her head cocked to the side, “No... Why do you ask?”

“Because there’s been some strange goings on while you were napping. I need to know if you’re the carrot... or to look elsewhere for the snoop.”

She focused on her bowl of soup, “Not that I know anything about.”

“Okay then. I’ll ask Pedro, my snoopy neighbor. He doesn’t miss a thing that goes on in the neighborhood.” Did I see her flush red, then go pale?

Am I grasping at branches to explain thumps, clunks, and neon dresses?
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