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Prologue
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ONCE UPON A TIME IN the desert southwest of the continent of North America lived two women.  The desert is called the Sonoran Desert.  It’s the place where Saguaro (pronounced sa-wah-ro) cactus grow 70 feet tall and stand like sentries (many with several gnarly arms) guarding the flora and fauna below.  But the saguaros have nothing to do with this story.  They’re just an awesomely cool spectacle that Joan Freed fell in love with the first time she felt like an ant under the towering giants.  

The saguaros are one of the umpteen dozen variables that went into the decision to make the desert southwest her home as a sunbird, (not to be confused with a snowbird — any mention of snow makes Joan shiver like a skeleton dangling in the wind.)

The other woman went by the name of Jenny Crawford, although that’s not the name she was born with or married into.  

Jenny was a client of Joan’s — Jenny a recovering widow who made the break from ‘the family’ to save herself.

She (Jenny) changed her name, became a cracker-jack landscaper, and was happy in her new life.  That is she was happy until ‘the family’ showed up at her job site, out in the middle of nowhere and a thousand miles from anywhere that she’d known them to frequent.  Jenny escaped again, knowing now that she had to keep her landscaping business mobile to stay safe.  

Jenny called Joan, who was at Wellton, Arizona working with another client — Elaine, who had been accused of being a hoarder.

Jenny caught up to Joan there, at Wellton, and the two have since become close friends.  Traveling companions that almost depend on each other, but neither will admit to it.

It’s March.  The desert is in bloom — the Palo Verde trees are colossal bright yellow balloons made of teeny, tiny flowers that line the roads and washes.  Hedgehog cactus' fuchsia crepe paper cup blooms and bright yellow stamens that suck bees in like a vacuum are sagging.  Orange Globe Mallow waves in the wind, and the Fiddleneck is popping up, uncurling its sticky stem into a ribbon of orange yellow blossoms.

Joan inherited asthma from her dad and allergies from her mother.  She’s a mess at this time of the year in her beloved Sonoran Desert.  That is where and when Joan’s latest adventure begins.  Let’s catch up with Joan and share the journey of the Aurora Borealis Affair....
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Chapter 1 – The Thought
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I APPROACHED JENNY’S domain, a little old revived Scotsman trailer that she pulls with her ‘71 Chevy pick-up.  The door was open, the screen door latched. Patches, the black and white spotted Chihuahua that joined our team in ‘Rescue Me’, yapped a welcome before I could sing out a greeting and raise my fist to rap on the door.

“I know!  It’s... been f-o-r-e-v-e-r!” I greeted her, “Is your... mommie... to home?”

“Come in, I’d recognize that snoughy rasp anywhere,” a mildly sarcastic voice came from behind the screen door.  “The water’s hot — shall I pour you a cup of tea?”

I opened the screen door, caught Patches in my arms, stepped in and slid into the booth before I let her off my lap onto the bench.  “Sounds... delicious.  Thank... you.”  

“It’s...time...to...go..., Jenny,” I choked the words out between snoughs.  “Allergies, asthma, 92 degrees, stress from all the above...I don’t know if it’s one or all, but I have to get out before I snough myself to death...literally.

And,” I yanked a tissue out of my blue flannel shirt pocket and slapped it over my nose, “I remembered this morning that I have a client up near Mormon Lake that’s ready to fast-track... through... my program.” I snoughed into the tissue and blew my nose.  “We’ve been working over the phone some..., but she feels she needs a face to face as soon as I can survive in my RV up there in the cold north...”

Jenny was nodding, “I understand.”

“In a nutshell, I’m headed to Mormon Lake direction as soon as I can get my rig together and this place secured, cold or not.

What are your plans for summer?”

Jenny sipped her tea, looking over the landscape plans she had spread on the table, “Well, I’m not sure.  I have a couple of options after I finish this project,” she tapped the drawings then reached for her Day-Planner.  “I think I have a job or two in the Flagstaff area.” She stopped at a page, “Yes, I’ll make some phone calls — here’s one in Camp Verde.  That will get me headed north.” Jenny stayed focused on the map, “Where are you thinking to camp?”

I pondered while I sipped my jasmine green tea and helped myself to a chunk of bannock, “Hmm...” I chewed and swallowed, “Perhaps a ways up Stoneman Lake Road would be suitable — a little lower elevation for warmth, but about 20 miles to Mormon Lake and 20 miles to Camp Verde would be doable.  I’ll suggest that to my client and see if it will work for her.  

This bannock hits the spot, Jenny.  I’m so glad I taught you how to make it...”

Jenny snickered, “Yes, I know...one of the good things that came of your time in Alaska.”

I slid out of the bench and wrinkled my snoughy nose at Jenny, “Smart aleck, one would think you’ve heard that story before.  Hey!”  I turned to look back at her on my way out the door, “We should go to Alaska this summer...,” I said before I  flounced out the door with a flourish and meandered back to launch packing up and closing up for the season.

Jenny yelled to my back, “I’ll get back to you on that...”

I signaled without looking back.

* * *
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CONSIDERING MY OWN options for summer, another journey to Alaska nagged at me — a real vacation, to experience life as a tourist — to see and do all the things that were impossible to do on previous trips.  Trips that were supposed to make life better...... or ...... is there some other reason I’m being pulled?

Jenny and I had tried to take R & R time, but each effort had wound up in some drama that required both of our expertise’ to escape with our lives — let alone dignity — intact.  

Would it work if we were way out of reach, I wondered...ignoring the fact that the drama had nothing to do with previous clients reaching out.  In fact, it was quite the opposite — I, Joan Freed, the rebel life coach, independent, self-sufficient, proud — did I mention proud? —  reached out to previous clients for their expert help...  I, the rebel life coach giggled at my own ludicrous argument, ‘I am the Queen of Denial’ played in my head while I dropped the wheel barrow I was wheeling to the generator shed to dodge in and snatch a handful of tissues for the upcoming snough sessions.  I’d popped an allergy/asthma pill earlier — a last resort effort — but it hadn’t kicked in yet.

I heard Jenny’s engine start and rumble out the lane, going about her own business.  Now I’m alone and free to argue an Alaska adventure over summer with myself— a guarantee that I will win the argument.  I likened self-talk discussions to playing pool with myself — I will always declare myself the winner, eventually.

But before the winner is declared, the game must be played.  No cheating if you want to enjoy the prize.

Dragging the generator out of the shed, I argued the case to myself and any squirrel that was listening.

“What’s at stake?  I haven’t a clue.

What will it cost?  A lot.  

Is taking the Alaska Marine Highway — the ferry — out of Bellingham, Washington an option?  You know you always wanted to do that.  But that means going to the west — the ‘wet’ side — of the Cascade Mountains a requirement — can you make yourself do that?  Maybe I can do it one more time since I’d be going for the ferry ride of a lifetime — the inside passage — because I want to make great memories, not grapple with old, daunting ones.”  I stopped the discussion long enough to rest my hands on my hips in my best ‘Grandma’ pose and to plan my next move.

I retrieved the hand truck out of it’s easy access slot and wheeled it into the shed.  Next came the ladders before closing it up and locking it, “At least the lock will slow them down a little,” I mumbled.

With a fresh fistful of tissues and the key to  Creampuff — the name that seemed to fit my vintage Chevy truck the best because ‘Calamity’ might carry a curse with it —  I started the engine and continued my conversation while it was warming up.

“What if Jenny doesn’t want to go?  That’s about 7,000 miles of no one to share the oohs and ahhs, the egadses — there are always egadses — and the fun times with.  Do I want to do this alone?”

I backed Creampuff up to the generator I’d left parked in the driveway, swung the crane over the back edge of the tailgate, harnessed the generator, and cranked it up into the bed.  “I’m so glad I sprung for this gadget — if cranes could talk, this one would have some stories to tell, for sure – not all for publication, now that I think of it.”

The conversation went on and on, ending with, “Am I becoming obsessed with making this journey?”

***
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I HEARD JENNY’S OLD Blue rumble in and park.  I dove out my door, intent on having the Alaska decision made.  The driver’s door opened and Patches leaped out the door, yapping and barking around the perimeter of her domain before diving her snoot into her favorite blue water dish and lapping like she was dying of thirst.  Jenny followed; her arms laden with the stuff to transport into the trailer.  I met her at the door of the trailer and almost let her drop her load onto the table before pouncing...

“So do you want to go to Alaska this summer, or not?”  

The last parcel in Jenny’s juggling act thunked to the table.  She faced me.  “Do I what?!”

“Do you want to go to Alaska this summer, or not?  You said you’d get back to me on that.”

“Right now?” She tucked groceries away, lighting the burner under the tea kettle and reaching for a tea bag.  “Can I wash my hands and have a cup of tea first?”

I felt my face turn red, “You’re right.  You haven’t been privy to the activity in my head all day.”  I plunked onto the bench and rested my elbows on the table while Jenny took another mug from the cupboard and prepared tea for two.  “I’ll take a breath while you shift gears and try to find the same junction I’m at.”

“Thank you,” Jenny smiled while my fingers tapped on the table and fidgeted.  

“How’s your job coming?”  

She poured water over tea bags in mugs and set them on the table with a paper towel torn in half for a saucer before she spoke, “Very well.  I have two more trees to plant, the mulch to cover the flower beds to spread, a rock to decorate, and the watering system to check-out. I think a day or two at most.

Now tell me about your day.  It's obvious that something's been yanking your chain.”

I laughed, “Yanking is the understatement, but I’ll try to be coherent while I bring you up to speed.”

“You have my undivided attention.”

“Have you ever been up the Alcan Highway, Jenny?”

Jenny shook her head, “Nope.  Never been to Alaska at all.  I haven’t even been to Canada.”

“Are you interested in seeing Alaska?”

“I don't know.  Enlighten me.  How far is it?  How long does it take?  Why do you want to go there?  

“About 3500 miles one way, about a week — depending on the variables, and because something is tugging me, but I don’t know what it is.”

Jenny laughed, “Okay.  I deserved that.  Let’s start over.

Why do you want to go to Alaska?”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay, that’s clear as mud.  What’s there that I can’t see anywhere else?”

“The Aurora Borealis.”

“What’s the Aurora Borealis?”

“The Northern Lights.  They happen when electrons from the sun are pulled to the magnetic centers of the earth.  The electrons collide with earth elements and awesome light shows happen.  The visible colors depend on the elements — oxygen or nitrogen — and how far above the earth they are when they collide.”

“Yes, I have heard of that, now that you mention it.  But aren’t they visible in other places?”

“Well, sure, but I’m not being drawn to Minnesota or Sweden.  Are you?”

Jenny sipped her tea, “No, but I’m not being drawn to Alaska, either. When it comes right down to it, I’m tired of having to live on the run.”

I set my cup down harder than I intended and really looked at Jenny, “Wow, Jenny, what’s up?  You aren't sounding like yourself......”

Jenny wiped invisible crumbs from the table top, “I don’t know.  I feel a need to sit in some tall timber and play with this puppy dog that adopted me.” She massaged Patches’ head, “I feel like I need to smell the ocean, build a sand castle, or climb a mountain to see what’s on the other side without looking over my shoulder constantly.”  She shook her head, then raised it to meet Joan’s eyes, “Or ... maybe I need to quit being a Negative Nelly and count my blessings of a friend like you, this little dog that needs me, and my safe little abode that has a secure place to park — most of the time.”  She smiled and emptied her tea cup, “All right — let’s do it.  Enough of this pity party.  I can’t let you go it alone, anyway, you’ll get yourself in a pickle that I won’t be there to save you from.

When do we leave and what do we have to do to get ready?”

* * *
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WOW! JUST LIKE THAT — a sort of decision is made.  

“Well, first of all, do you have a passport?  I have to get mine.  It’s just as well that we can’t go until about July.”

Jenny was perplexed, “Passport?  Why do I need a passport?  Alaska’s a state.”

“A state with a whole different country between us and it,” I said. “The last time I went to Canada, after 9/11, I had no problem crossing the border into Canada — but I needed my birth certificate or a passport to get back into the United States.  That was quite the revolting development since I didn’t have a passport and had never considered that I should drag my birth certificate around with me.”

“But, is that going to spike a present-day trail to find me?  I don’t want to jeopardize my desert safe haven for anything!  You saw what those people are capable of on our way back from that ‘Mt. St. Helens Affair’ you got us into,” she shook her head, “I still can’t believe he recognized me with the new hair, the new eye color, all the changes I thought I made to my stance and demeanor.

And what about that? Do we have to pass through the coast — or, clearly a war zone – Ely, Nevada?”

I raced the rough route in my head while I drained my mug of, “Not at all.  We can cruise up through Utah, across Idaho, into Montana, and cross into Alberta, Canada — or we can cross the border into British Columbia through Idaho.  Washington doesn’t even enter the equation — unless we decide to take the Alaska Ferry through the inside passage — something I’ve always wanted to do....  

We can travel west in Canada on Highway 1 and side trip into Jasper and Banff National Park if we want to.  It will add some miles, but do we care?  We’ll pick up the Alcan at Dawson Creek — at the north end of the Cascade Mountains.

So, the answer is, ‘no’, we don’t have to go through Washington or Nevada.

As for a flag pointing to a new trail to you,” I tilted my head to think, “I don’t know.  There’s no such thing as privacy these days anyway.

Did you change your name legally, or were you Marion one minute and Jenny Crawford the next?”

Jenny's chin dropped to her chest and she sighed, “I was hoping I’d never have to share this tidbit with you — or anybody else.  Ever.”  She was silent for an eternity, “I bought my new identity on a street corner in Portland.  I didn’t want any kind of a paper trail to my old name.  That’s another reason I do everything with cash — no paper trails.  I even file my taxes on the 1040 EZ form and pay them with a money order.”

I sunk back against the bench wall, “Oh my goodness!  You are at least 100 times more courageous than I have ever thought of being.”

“Or more stupid.  But,” I heard the agony in her voice, “ you know I was desperate and couldn’t think of any other way to disappear.  Those people are like trying to stop a loaded Mack truck once they decide they will win!”

I thought a minute, pondering the options, “And you never had a passport — ever?”

“I did.  But it’s under my old name — if it isn’t expired.”

“Do you have it with you?”

Jenny raised her head, “Yes.  What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that you won’t need it until we get to Tok Junction.  That’s Alaska, deary.  Why does it matter if Marion shows up in Alaska?

Find it and see if it’s still valid.  You could even renew it in Alaska if that’s what you need to do — providing it’s not lapsed and we can get there from here.” I said, pleased with myself.  “Talk about a perfect red herring!”

Jenny perked up, “I hadn’t thought of that.  Hang on, I’ll get it.” Jenny opened her special hidey hole and rooted around in a fireproof box, “Here it is,” she opened it, “It expires next year.”  I saw the wheels turning in her head.

“Okay, I give up.  I guess next year I can settle down for awhile.

Let’s ‘do’ Alaska,” she said with a heavy heart.  Then she glared at me and all but sneered, “Sometimes you are such a conniver.”

“What?” I gazed at her in disbelief, “Where did that come from?  I wonder if we should re-think this journey.......” I slid my legs out from under the table to stand up with the intention of leaving.  I’d never seen this behavior in Jenny — and never expected this direct hit at me.  Personal attacks are, without a doubt, unacceptable in my new life.

“No.  Please don’t go,” she shook her head and peered out the front window, “I get so frustrated at those people having such control over my life — still!  I shouldn’t have to scheme and buy identities on a street corner to live my life in peace from them.”  She reached across the table and laid her hand on my forearm softly, “I’m so sorry it came out that way.”  Jenny gave me time to adjust my own reaction before she continued.

“Let’s ‘do’ Alaska.  Let’s make some memories, and get on with it — whatever ‘it’ is......”

My huff was diffused for the moment, but I still had to get my licks in, “Call it what you like, Jenny.  That’s my job.  Pondering the options is what I do.  I do not connive or manipulate — I search for ways around, over, or even through concrete walls.  And... I don’t force you into anything.”  I clamped my mouth shut and tried to sip tea from my empty cup, replacing the punch someone in the kisser picture with the view of Tabletop Mountain in the distance.  The wretched asthma symptoms of the morning threatened to return with a vengeance if I didn’t douse this extreme stress fast.  

I hopped up from the bench, “But, sometimes it’s more a matter of quit talking about it and do it.

I’ll get my paperwork started to get my own passport — right now time is on our side.”  The screen door swung open with a gentle push,  “I think I’ll head out in the wee hours of the morning to get through Phoenix before the freeway turns into a 350°oven.  I’ll stop in Camp Verde to get my passport going and load up on supplies before I head into Stoneman Lake Road.

I’ll text you when I get set.

Okay?”

Jenny was lost in space somewhere, I hoped it was a pleasant jaunt, but from the set of her jaw, I’m guessing it was not.

I stepped outside and closed the screen door, “And now I’m going to climb into my space ship and fly to the moon and back.”

Jenny returned from her spacey journey, “Yes, fine.  I’ll see you in a few days, weeks, or whatever.”
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Chapter 2 – The Road
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THERE’S AN EXCELLENT, logical reason that I always say I won’t drag my trailer up Stoneman Lake Road, only down it.  Stoneman Lake Road is a forest road shortcut from  Interstate 17 to Lake Mary Road — aka County Road 3 — aka Forest Highway 3.  You’ll find the freeway exit about 35 miles south of Flagstaff and 15 miles north of Camp Verde.  Driving it yourself, you leave the 17 at about 5,000 feet elevation and arrive on Lake Mary Road at about 7,000 feet elevation.  The 2,000 foot climb — or descent — happens in about 11 miles,  over dirt and gravel forest road.  Sometimes it’s graded — more often it’s not.  Washboard is a common term for the road bed.  It’s a tidbit wider than a cow trail the entire length.

The Camp Verde end is high desert brush, Juniper trees and open spaces.  Tall pines take over the landscape soon after the pavement ends.  During the summer months, stuffy air turns crisp and fresh where the tall pine trees thrive.  Stoneman Lake Road cuts off about 50 miles if Mormon Lake Village and its vast forest surrounds is your destination. It is well traveled.  

On the plus side, if you do decide you should drag your oversized RV with your undersized truck up Stoneman Lake Road and can’t quite make it up that grade, somebody — with any luck, a dump truck or a logging truck — will be along soon to tow you up.  

Most people will help in whatever way they can to rescue you.  I choose to save myself the stress and embarrassment if I’m pulling a trailer and go the extra miles around.

But this time is different.  This time I want to camp and work with a client.  I want to be warm with my door open, get my allergies under control, and be available to Jenny while I’m spending quality time with Geraldine, my long-distance client, to get her over her hump and on with life as she desires it to be.

This time I must take the exit with my trailer tagging along and find a safe place to call home for the next couple of weeks before I start up the first grade and find myself in a fiendish situation.

* * *
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ANTICIPATION CAUSES paralyzing fear.

I anticipated — saw in my mind’s eye — being stuck at the bottom of a grade — or in the middle of a grade — being unable to continue up, having to back a trailer down switchback city with no visibility of what’s around that corner I’m backing down, and no 40 acres to get headed down the mountain in a forward direction.  

Paralysis – or was it rigor mortous – was setting in from that picture in my head — ignoring the fact that my trailer was small, my truck plenty big enough to pull it wherever I wanted to go — when I rounded the corner that ended the pavement and normal width road onto cow trail dirt/gravel road with deep run-off ditches on both sides.  I experienced devastating symptoms of pain in my back, my legs, my shoulders, and my arms.  I had trouble breathing.  I shook, inside and out, remembering Mama’s Parkinson’s symptoms and wishing she was here to help me keep control.

I pulled off onto a roomy corner to take a breath, pour myself a fresh, hot cup of coffee from my indestructible Stanley thermos, get control of myself and think it through.  Negotiating Phoenix traffic, applying for my passport at the post office and loading up with supplies at Basha’s was a piece of cake compared to this.

Most of me wanted to scurry back to where I started — my safe haven.  That wasn’t feasible by any stretch of the imagination — although always an option from this point, since options are what I need to proceed with any endeavor.

Sliding down out of the Creampuff, my shaking coffee mug in hand, I paced, listing my options in my head:


Take a long walk, checking out each access on foot

Drop the trailer (not my first choice by any means) and drive into each access

Continue on with hope, a prayer, and paralyzing fear




I opted for taking a walk first.  If I couldn’t find a place to set-up, perhaps I could locate another roomy spot to repeat the search on foot.

Disconnecting the trailer and driving further if I couldn’t find a place was my last resort choice.

Decision made!  I’ll walk until I can’t see my rig, first one way, and then the other if I don’t find ‘home’.  As I trudged, all of my symptoms went away.  

I found a place less than a mile away that was perfect — and I got some satisfactory exercise in after my long sit behind the wheel.  What could be better?  Oh! Yes! Skipping over the anticipation in the first place.  Next time....
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Chapter 3 – The Passerby
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“Putt, putt, putt” woke me up to daylight sneaking passed the edges of the blinds.  The snoughing had, at last, stopped, breathing was a joy once again.  I peeked out the corner of my blind at what was making the noise.  

A battered ATV with an old, leather faced man sporting a saggy Aussie hat driving it popped and sputtered past me, seeming to pay me no mind.  I hadn’t noticed any signs of range cattle, but that’s insignificant when it comes to grazing in these country sized forests of ours.  I decided not to worry about him for the moment.  Geraldine would be along soon.  I got the coffee going and prepared my morning tonic while I reprogrammed my head for coaching.

We’d only talked on the phone to date — I had no idea what to expect.  She said she was a rancher, suddenly alone in the world about a year ago, and couldn’t get past trying to undo what she’d done.  But she’d managed to sidestep telling me what she’d done to beat herself up for.  I could only hope it was something as simple as not being available when her mate needed her.  

With my thermos filled, my rocker, my table and chairs set up between Juniper trees for — I hoped — shade in the afternoon, I busied myself by refreshing my memory through Geraldine’s thin client file and more fresh, hot coffee.  Breakfast was a leftover flax and hemp seed pancake with yogurt and raspberries perched on top — finger food.  It was messy and delicious.  

Gravel didn’t even crunch when a bright red object caught my eye out the door.  It was a fire engine red Prius v.  No rumble of an engine — just voila! –  there.  I stepped to the doorway and peered out, relieved it was warm enough to entertain outside.

Behind the steering wheel was a round faced lady with a short dark bob like my grandma wore.  A floppy, flowered hat sat on her head and the biggest gold hoop earrings I’d ever seen swished on her shoulders.  The window rolled down enough to talk through.

“Are you Joan?” it was the same throaty voice I'd heard several times over winter.

I smiled, “Geraldine, I presume?”

The door opened, feet came down under the door and landed onto the ground —pudgy bare feet in Birkenstock sandals, each toe featuring a toe ring.  The head rose up above the door.  I guessed her to be about 5’4” and round as an inflatable desk chair exercise ball under an orange, purple, and red flowered silk caftan.  The gold chain around her neck — the links about an inch in length — held a natural quartz crystal at about where her belly button should be.  Rings adorned each finger on both hands.  

I don’t know what I expected — perhaps blue jeans, plaid flannel shirt, boots, and a straw hat?  But she had my full attention now.  

“Did you have
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