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Chapter One

No amount of hunkering down in my flannel bedroll would melt the icicles forming at the end of my nose at 4 AM – my usual wake-up time.  

I made a plan.  I envisioned it. I felt the heat. I leap out of bed, pop – whoosh Mr. Heater radiates instant heat, I dive back into bed under my down comforter; my feet never touching the icy, cold floor.  I planned it; visualized it; and I acted on it.  And, it worked just as well as any other plan that I attempted without first giving it due cognitive process.

Not so well.

That's how I got here, at Oak Flats Campground, in December – escaping an uncomfortable situation without thinking through the ramifications of my actions.  

My narrow – literally – escape from Sheriff Gorilla's (BLINDSIDED! Good Grief!') wrath left me a bit rattled – to say the least.  And now here I am, cold to the bone and prodding my frozen brain into making a new, more better, plan – fast, but well thought out.

* * *

The first time I let my nose out from under the blankets and felt warmth, I tried again to get out of my cozy bed and get my day started.  

First pull on the layers, including my striped fluffy socks as a second layer on my feet and stuff my feet into my plaid, felt slippers.  Warm feet wins over roomy comfort at this moment.

Start the coffee, and then make the list that usually prevents me from making dumb mistakes like this.  My options are (pondering the options is my gift):

	Go back home – Yipes!  It's too soon for that!

	Call Elaine and go where she is – assuming she's southward.

	Hook up and drop back down to Superior – explore new places and have an adventure.


I'd already said I would return Elaine's call first thing this morning.  I pushed my call button at her phone number.

“Hello, this is Elaine,” said a perky voice.

“Good morning, Elaine.  This is Joan returning your call.  Is now a good time to talk?”

“Heavens yes, Joan.  This is my best and favorite time of the day.”

I looked at my atomic clock, “Oh!  I didn't realize it's 6 AM.  I'm so sorry.  Obviously, I'm a morning person – and I'm so glad you are, too!”

“You have perfect timing, actually.  I was just trying to decide what to do with my day.” She chuckled, “And now I know where to start.”

“Very good!,” I tried to remember our previous conversation.  “I'm sorry I wasn't able to give you my full attention when we spoke before, Elaine.  Please refresh my memory.  You have my undivided attention.”

“Okay.  

My husband disappeared a few years ago.  It's been difficult, to say the least – but his disappearance is a whole other problem.  I have kept things just like he left them – and continued to do things the way we always did.  I know he'll come back someday.  I just know it.

But my daughter keeps telling me I'm a hoarder.  She's told me enough times that I'm beginning to wonder if maybe she's right.  How would I know?  This place has always been crowded and messy – that's the way Bill wanted it.  He always bought and sold stuff.  He said we were collectors of the unique – I sure wish he'd come home.

Anyway, Joan.  Can you help me get this figured out?”

This would be a first.  While I've known many 'collectors' – keepers of too much 'stuff', I've never had a 'collector' or a hoarder who desired my coaching.  But my list this morning included a new adventure – why not invite one?

“I'm willing to meet with you and determine if we're a good fit – and give it a shot.

Where do you live, Elaine?”

“I'm at Wellton, a ways east of Yuma.  Would you like to come here?”

Talk about things falling into place!  “As it happens, Elaine, I'm mobile right now.  Do you have a place I can park my RV while I decide what my next move is?”

“Absolutely!  I even have a complete hook-up available.  We can work something out in trade – like your services – if that's okay with you.”

I've found me a wheeler dealer, I thought.  But I said, “Sounds great today.  We'll take it one day at a time, though.

I'm clean up to Oak Flats, above Superior, it'll take me a few hours to get where you are.  How will I find you?”

“If you take the Wellton exit off I-8, I'll meet you or talk you in,” she instructed. “That okay with you, Joan?”

“Sounds perfect.  I'll talk to you in about 5 hours.”

“Okay, Joan.  This is either very scary or very exciting.  Bye now.”

The connection broke.  

Chapter Two

A mere 10 minutes put all three of us – me, my truck, and my little Wilderness house snaking down the switchbacks to Superior – and into the warmer sunshine.  I belted out my favorite parts of 'The Cremation of Sam McGee' – 'close the door, cap....this is the first time I been warm'.  

Frost still glittered in the morning sun at Superior, but much less so.  It was even less sparkly traveling through the Cactus Forest – less frost and awesome – and stickery.  The desert is so very contradictory.....

About 70 miles into my journey – at Casa Grande – I fueled, filled my thermos with fresh, hot, coffee, and my Bubba cup with ice water.  I continued west on state highway 84 and picked up the mail on my way through Stanfield.  I didn't know when I would be back – or if I would need to put in a forward to parts unknown, so I snagged a forwarding packet to have on hand. 

Was it only yesterday that Sheriff Gorilla had every intention of ending my life?  Afraid my truck would automatically turn at the road to my place, I tunnel-visioned – successfully –  past my usual turn off  and zipped onto the 8 at exit – entrance? – 151. 

* * *

After about 120 miles of mountain ranges, Saguaro stands that looked like armies on guard, and sections of near desolation, the sign for Wellton ½ mile appeared.  I followed it off and parked in the middle of town to call Elaine.

“Are you here?” my phone asked.

“Yes, Elaine, I am,” I responded.

“What are you driving?  I'll be there in 5.”

“An '85 Chevy pickup partly primed gray with a small Wilderness trailer tagging along.”  I looked around metro Wellton, “You can't miss me, I'm sure.”

I heard key alarm bongs then engine start sounds, “I'll be right there, Joan.”

* * *

While I waited I wandered over to the mini-mart to check out the restroom, fill my Bubba cup – adding ice to the water this time as well – Yes!  Warm is better! – and to find some edible finger food.  The contradiction made me chuckle at myself.  I found the lesser of all evils, paid for it and was just crossing the street when a copper tone Subaru Forester pulled up in front of my truck.  The door popped open and a short, round, dumpling of a lady with a cap of tightly curled gray hair hopped down out the door.  I was impressed with her SUV and her spryness, but her neon green joggers clashed with her truck.  She came toward me with her arm extended, inviting my hand for a shake. 

“Joan, I presume,” she said.

I nodded, “Elaine, I presume,” I said as she grabbed my hand, squeezed hard, and shook, putting her entire body into it before she jerked me in for a bear hug.  She smelled like Avon's Touch of Fire talcum powder.

Trailing her out north of town was unremarkable, until she turned in at a dirt lane and I saw the picture.

Heavy equipment, some antique, others newer – graders, tractors, Caterpillars, loaders, and trucks were strewn about with no semblance of order.  It looked like they'd been pushed, pulled, or dragged in and dropped wherever.

Mounds of sand, gravel, and dirt studded what must have been, at least, a 20 acre parcel of land.

We threaded our way through the heavy duty equipment to an open area of living – a small, ramshackle of a house nestled under an umbrella of desert conifer and deciduous trees.  A split rail fence held the little house and stacks of 'stuff' captive.  An opening in the fence led to three concrete steps up to an open porch – or rather, a railed porch that was enclosed with walls of cardboard boxes.

I hadn't realized I'd stopped my truck to take all this in until Elaine appeared at my window and tapped on it, “Are you okay, Joan?”

“Huh?”  I rolled down my window, a stench greeted me. “What?  I guess I was having a moment.  Sorry.

Where do you want me to park?”  Park? Here?  What have I gotten myself into now?

“The hook-ups are in the back of the house.  It's tight, but you can fit your rig in there if you follow me precisely.”  She waved me to follow her and stepped in front of my truck.  

I followed the curly headed dumpling and searched for a route of escape and a place to plant myself away from the overwhelming stink.  First thing is to guide this lady to whomp the sinus infection she obviously was consumed by.

I parked where she directed – it looked to be reasonably level.  I did not unhook my truck from my trailer yet.  The stench wasn't quite as thick here – I'd have to wait and see.....

While I'd already seen enough to sicken me, I had a feeling there was more to come – and I'd committed myself to, at least, spending the day with her.  Ugh.

Chapter Three

Elaine appeared at my door window again.  “Come on in for coffee and a bite to eat.  You can get settled later.”

I obeyed, thinking this definitely qualifies as a diversion that has already banished yesterday's near death experience to the back of my psyche.  However, I wouldn't go so far as to say it's just what I needed.

The stench got worse as we got closer to the front of the house.  I could see several pole buildings – some closed, some just covers, like hay sheds.  Equipment, tools, cars, tarped stacks, even Conix boxes were literally scattered and running into each other.  It looked as if one would need to drop corn seed to find their way back out of the maze.  I quelled that idea when I saw the free range chickens and heard goats.  Maybe her husband has been here all the time......hmmm....

I followed her up the steps, onto the porch, through the tunnel of boxes that presented a house door at the end.  It was old, made of wood, and had diamond shaped windows in it – but it was a dutch door – you could open the whole door, or just half, the top half or the bottom half.  She left the top half open when we entered, “I don't want the chickens to come in the house,” she said.  I swallowed a chuckle – not yet a hysterical laugh.

Following her was not necessary.  There was only one way through the house, more walls of boxes lined each side of the walkway, but these were more organized by size, type, and shape.  Each carton was labeled with peeling canning jar labels for content.  The wall broke for doorways.  We passed a bedroom, a storage room that could have been a second bedroom – filled to its doorway with containers, and a bathroom.  The stench, thankfully, did not follow us into the house.  The house smelled of cardboard, old and new, more than anything else.  The trail ended at the kitchen.

The kitchen.  Shock hit me when we entered the kitchen.  It was big.  It was open.  It was clean.  It was organized.  This is where this lady lived – in the kitchen.  She waved me to the table – completely free of anything except a clean, clear, flat, surface with four placemats, ready to serve up food and beverage, write letters, or enjoy tea and crumpets.  A television and a recliner sat off to the side.  A bookcase, neat, but stuffed full, lined one wall.  Dictionaries and Thesauruses seemed to be the majority of her interests.  This room smelled of fresh baked goodness.  

Elaine poured two cups of coffee in fancy china tea cups and loaded a fancier china salad plate with homemade scones, fresh out of the oven, it seemed.  Pressed peach linen napkins came out of a drawer and onto the table along with butter, jam (homemade), and a polished silver spreader.  The table service reminded me of Hyacinth, from Keeping Up Appearances. I didn't check the tea cups for the Royal Doulton markings, but I did hope I wasn't the clumsy neighbor in this picture. 

The table service is where the similarities to Hyacinth ended.  Elaine sat opposite me at the table, opened her own linen napkin and spread it on her lap, “These are Caramel Almond.  Dig in,” she said, and smiled at me.  “I'm so glad you're here and can help me sort this out.”

I dug in.  It was all simply delicious, much more to my liking than the Biscotti that Irene and Max (of 'BLINDSIDED! Good Grief!') so kindly shared with me a mere week, or so, ago.  Okay, maybe I could be a help and get through this.....

Chapter Four

I brushed the crumbs from my mouth and my front, refilled our coffee cups like I owned the place, and dove into the reason I'm here:

“What's your story, Elaine?  And how are you thinking I can be a help?”  I hadn't brought in a case file notebook or pencil with me – I would have to wing it with my memory later.

Elaine wiped crumbs into her hand, dropped them on the plate, then continued to wipe and drop imaginary crumbs, time and time again.  She was thinking, I hoped.

“Well, Joan,” it was going to be a slow start.  “I already told you my daughter keeps telling me I'm a hoarder – and I'm beginning to wonder if she's right.”  She waved her arm wide, “Looking at this place, I do understand – but there's more to the story.”  She began wiping imaginary crumbs again, “My son disagrees with her.  He doesn't want anything moved either.  He believes his dad will come back, too.

All this 'stuff' is how we've made our living for 42 years.  Buying when we find it and selling at the right time and price is how we paid cash for this place, raised a family, and stashed a tidy amount aside....it's what I've been living off of since Bill went missing.”  This time she stood up, went to the counter and started wiping down the counters, the stove, the sink.....

“I've continued to buy when I find the deal, box it and store it, with the
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