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      Maggie

      

      I blinked into the harsh sunlight at my new home just outside Tucson: adobe… flat… with saguaro outlining the place and, instead of lush green grass in the yard, a bed of jagged red rock. This was nothing like LA. My home. It was my choice to move here. Tucson, adobe, and JT were my future. And heat, I thought as I stared through the windshield of the truck. Lots and lots of heat.

      Sweat dotted my brow, the back of my neck, and stuck to the rest of my body like a used lollypop. The piercing 118-degrees wrapped me with a suffocating grip as the news announced on the radio the day was “too hot to fly.”

      One hundred and eighteen degrees. Could humans survive that? I glanced over at JT, my fiancé, and clenched my fists. I could do it. If I could handle childbirth years ago, a gut-wrenching divorce a few years later, and been turned into the villain on a TV bachelor show    viewed by millions of people, maybe tens of millions, what was heat? Hot, that was sure, but it was dry. That supposedly would make it better. That and being with the man I loved. The man who made me feel more myself than I ever felt in my life.

      I gazed over the brown landscape as we pulled up to the house, my stomach twisted into knots. My fiancé, JT, the multimillionaire who lived here, and the famous bachelor on the TV show, was also a rough and tough cowboy. Well, not that rough or tough, but he did have a beard and a horse, which he rode after work.

      At least that was what he told me. We didn’t really know each other that well, but I was here to discover all the mysteries of this man who sent electricity through me, and the person I couldn’t stop thinking about. I wanted to know everything about him. I wanted to know if he wore slippers in the house. Did he start the morning watching the sunrise? Did he toss his socks in a drawer or roll them tight and aligned?

      “Excited, dear?” JT snapped off his seatbelt in the truck. He took my hand and gave it a soft squeeze, sending comfort up my forearm. “This is your new home. I hope you like it.”

      I flushed and whispered, “Thank you.”

      I never imagined, in all my thirty-odd years of life, I would land in east Tucson, Arizona, of all places. Not on the top of my list of places to visit, but I, Maggie Chambers, won JT Devonshire’s heart after a fierce battle in the dating show, Millionaire Engagement, and another battle after the show. So here I was ready to begin my new life, even though I had no idea how I would fit into it or what it would look like.

      I inhaled the fire-hot air and concluded I must love him to be here. So far, Tucson offered miles of brown landscape, which JT suggested was multi-shades of green, and ground squirrels that darted across the roadway playing chicken with the motorists, and he braked for every one of them. Every single one.

      The frequent braking behavior gave my belongings, which followed in the diesel truck and trailer, a good shakedown, but I guess it saved the little devils, which was what JT was focused on. I guess the fact he loved animals so much was endearing, but I couldn’t help staring down the barrel of the reality of making this place my home with native bunnies and javelinas running by.

      To be honest, I hadn’t totally thought through leaving sunny, green Southern California for this final frontier of the Wild West, but JT was the guy I wanted to be with, and his life was here. With ground squirrels and heat.

      Before JT and I got back together, but after he broke up with the show’s winner, Milly, he had asked me, “Why did you just take off?”

      I had opted for a Marriott instead of camping with other women when we were shooting the show. At the time, I’d replied with a quip, “Marriott’s budget rooms are my favorite camping spot.”

      He shook his head with a sadness about him that somehow made me feel bad for my snap response.

      “You don’t like roughing it?” he asked like it was headline news. Underneath, what he was really asking was, Do you bail on everything you don’t want to do?

      Which, when it came to roughing it in the outdoors, of course, I would bail. I wasn’t built for the wilderness. I was a more of a high-maintenance lily who wilted when the weather wasn’t between sixty and ninety degrees. That was why I had lived in California.

      Maybe being a delicate lily would be too demanding for a person like JT. Being like that might suggest to him that I didn’t belong in his world. If he ever thought that, he wouldn’t keep me around. He sent me packing once because he didn’t want to be with someone who couldn’t stick with difficulty. I was going to show him I could stick it out. And this time, I wasn’t going to bail. I tightened my fists. I could do it. I knew I could.

      JT leaned over and kissed me gently. “Let’s get out and introduce you to my world and see how you do.”

      So, it was a test?

      He hopped out of the truck.

      It was a test. Had to be. He wanted to know how I fit here with his big-money, low-maintenance home, with no mustangs in sight—car or horse. I have never been a southwestern country person. Never wanted to be. But I could do it.

      What it lacked in oceans and mild temperatures it made up in… I climbed out of the truck, stepping onto gravel rocks. I wiggled my legs to release the travel ache and nerves that bubbled up, trying to find a redeeming element of this place.

      I stepped toward the house, the rocks crunching under my feet, until sudden pain projected into my ankle. I yelped. Pain shot like someone had thrust several needles into my skin.

      “Everything okay?” called JT from somewhere behind the trailer.

      I looked down at my right foot. A thin green cactus with white fangs wedged into my ankle. I sucked in my breath as tears stung my eyes. I could do this. “Yes,” I called out to put on a good face. The pain of the pricks had radiated through my body. The cactus was eating me.

      I stared down at my foot. I wore three-hundred-dollar sandals with sparkly faux diamonds decorating their straps. Wrong shoes for this situation but, on a good note, my purple nail polish contrasted well with the light-tan dirt, greyish gravel, and the rhinestones. I could do this.

      I stood balanced on my right foot and carefully angled my shoe, so the sole of my sandal brushed at the cactus. I kicked to knock it off my ankle.

      “Ouch!” I cried out as the cactus wedged deeper into my skin. Drops of blood welled up. How was I going to get the thorns out of my flesh?

      JT strolled around the trailer, decked in his cowboy hat and cowboy boots, looking like this was his terrain in the bright sunlight. “What’s the matter?”

      I turned toward him and peered down at my ankle, unshed tears prickling my eyes.

      His eyes followed mine and he picked up his pace, talking low and calm. “That’s a jumping cactus.”

      “Yes. And they’re flesh-eating,” I said.

      He laughed as he put his hands on my hips and lifted me into his arms. “They’re vicious. You have to watch out around here.”

      I folded my arm around his strong neck and held on.

      I blinked to keep the involuntary tears from falling. This was the height of being a helpless damsel if I couldn’t even get out of a truck without getting hurt. I felt my cheeks flame with heat. This was exactly what not to do.

      JT swooped me into his arms and carried me toward the garage of his house like I weighed no more than a bag of potatoes. The muscles in his arms and shoulders rippled as he moved. He had a musky scent I loved.

      I rested my right hand on his shoulder as he shifted me in his arms. “It just jumped out and got me. I’m serious. It lunged at me.”

      He chuckled. “They’re called jumping cactus for a reason. They’re known to hook into any passing animals or humans. You can’t live here without having several jumping cactus experiences.” He glanced at my foot. “We might want to get you some better shoes.”

      I didn’t want to become the cliché of the Southwest stomping around here in cowboy boots. That had to be hot and look horrible. “Like what?”

      “Something with thick soles. I have had a few go right through my tennis shoes.”

      My stomach tightened.

      “Cowboy boots work well.”

      Naturally. He set me down on my feet carefully in front of the metal screen side door. I peered through it to a very clean garage with orderly stacks of stuff. JT dug into his pocket, pulled out his keys to unlock the door, and went to pick me up again so I wouldn’t have to hobble in.

      I held out my palms, not wanting to appear completely helpless. “I can get it.”

      He nodded like that was reasonable and took off and found a stool, which he set in the center of the first parking stall. I hobbled over, and by the time I reached the stool he had returned with pliers.

      I crossed my wounded ankle over my left knee as he tugged on the cactus. Once the green part of the cactus was gone, five white needles with a cross at the top remained pierced into my flesh.

      “Sorry about this.” I sucked in my breath and winced at the pain.

      “It happens.”

      “Am I too high maintenance for you?”

      He let go of my hands and looked me in the eyes. “You are high maintenance, Mags.”

      My heart skipped a beat. That wasn’t good. Not good at all. “You think we’re too different? Do you think I’m too city for Tucson?”

      He looked around us. “This is a low maintenance world. Cactus and mustangs.”

      “So, I don’t belong here?”

      He smiled, like that was an antidote. My heart slowed. “You’re going to light the place up.”

      “The mustangs will like that.” Not at all sure if that would work, since I didn’t know any mustangs. They were horses, weren’t they? Or maybe they were cars? I’d have to google.

      With steady hands and swift confidence, JT plucked out the needles as I clenched my teeth. My heartbeat picked up.

      “This hurts.”

      He nodded. “It does.”

      “I love how you just drop everything and take care of me.”

      He patted my forearm. “It’s my job.”

      It was sexy how he just took care of the situation. Me. No fuss. Just did what needed to be done.

      After the last needle was out, he stepped back. “There. Let’s get some Neosporin on it and a Band-Aid. You’ll be as good as new.”

      The sting of the punctures had heightened my senses. The burn simmered in my ankle as JT rambled around to find the first aid supplies. Moments later, he was back by my side patching up my wounds with a soft touch. He even took my ankle to his lips and kissed it right next to my wounds, sending shivers up my leg.

      “All better,” he said with a teasing smile playing on his lips.

      I laughed. “All better.” I stood and extended my arms for a hug.

      He folded me into his strong embrace, pressing me into him like he wanted to hold onto me and would never let me go. My pulse increased. I liked how desired I felt with his small actions.

      “You never held any of the other girls on the show they way you hold me.”

      “That’s because I didn’t love them.”

      Feeling my heart swell with the luxury of being with a man who wanted to be with me, and was willing to step up and take care of me when I suffered a cactus attack, I squeezed him tight, surprised to discover just how solid he was. “Thank you, Doctor Dreamy.”

      He shook his head. "I’m not a doctor. I just play one in my garage.”

      I laughed and ran the back of my hand down his chest, ready to move in for another embrace, but he said, “All good? Should we go unload?”

      I let my hand slide away. JT was the CEO of a cell-tower company, always wheeling and dealing and making millions. I’d have to get used to his goal-focused way.

      “Sure,” I said brightly. “Let’s get back into the heat, yeah?”

      He laughed and was already walking out of the garage.

      Mission man.

      Within a few seconds, he had opened the back of the trailer as I hobbled back over to the passenger seat to fix my lipstick. A squirrel darted by me disappearing in a hole in the dirt, alerting me that across the street strolled a thin coyote, tail high in the air, scavenging the neighborhood.

      I froze and stopped myself from screaming. JT didn’t scream at wildlife, so I wouldn’t either. The poor, scrawny animal lumbered diagonally across a distant neighbor’s yard. My heart shook fiercely as I waited to make sure he was going to keep going wherever he was headed.

      “Coyote,” I called out.

      “Cool.” JT’s voice came out muffled.

      “Yeah,” I muttered.

      A series of banging sounds came from behind the trailer. “Maggie, could I get a hand?” JT called.

      Glancing to keep track of the coyote’s progress, I turned my focus to prepare myself to find which of my belongings had been shattered or destroyed. Who knew what had happened during the eight-hour trip, moving me from the land of city lights and opportunity to this desert of only weather-beaten earth. And squirrels. No mustangs, yet.

      I slid my sunglasses down off the top of my head as the fierce sun pressed. I hobbled to JT to see how I could help, still surprised at how the heated air made it hard to breathe. Maybe seeing a coyote strolling the neighborhood also added to my inability to find air. Or, the heat I wasn’t used to.

      JT stood on the trailer bed holding up the door, muscles popping under his shirt. I cleared my throat. He held a steel gadget in his hand, about three inches long. Uh oh. Did he want me to do something with that? I dashed another look in the coyote’s direction. The predator was nowhere in sight. “Yes, baby?”

      He was bent at the waist, his wide hands gripping the strange gadget. “Would you mind holding this for me so I can lock the lever?”

      Sounded simple enough. I scurried around him to the tailgate. I put my hand on the metal for leverage to hoist me up next to him. The moment my hand touched the metal, the heat singed my skin.

      I yelped, shaking my hand, and JT’s eyes swiveled to me. I smiled again, brighter than ever.

      “What happened?”

      I closed my eyes. “I burnt myself on the metal.”

      He dropped the hitch. It clanged as it fell. “Seriously?” He stumbled over boxes to reach me. “Let me see it.” He held out his hand.

      I flushed. “It’s just a little burn.”

      He held my fingers up in the air to examine them. “You need to ice them?”

      I shook my head. “I’m all good.” I hoped my voice sounded chipper and not in pain.

      A corner of his mouth curled up. “A kiss better?”

      “Sure.” I smiled brightly.

      He gently pulled my hand to his lips and kissed ever so lightly right below the burn. A cluster of excitement shot through me. He was being sweet again.

      “Anything else you need me to kiss?” He gave me a slow-building smile.

      Heat rushed through me. “My cheek.” I tipped my cheek up to him.

      “That is a sign that you’re all better.” He gave a slow kiss on my cheek sending more chills through me.

      “Thank you.” I climbed back onto the trailer, but it was a struggle.

      JT hurried behind me and hefted me up by pushing my backside. I yelped in surprise. “What is it you want me to help you with?”

      He jumped into the trailer as though it wasn’t a feat and passed by me, giving my forearm a squeeze of affection, and reached farther into the trailer to fiddle with a chain. His musky cologne kept swarming at my senses, distracting me, and making my heart pound.

      I fiddled with a box and pulled out a loose rag to use between the steel and my fingers in case the metal was just as hot inside the trailer. I put my hand next to his to hold the lever. Heat flushed my face, but not only because he was hot as sin. Our heads leaned in close as he fiddled with something above us. Leaning over on my tippy-toes, I kissed his neck. He straightened with a jerk, and barely missed hitting his head on the truck.

      “Whoa!”

      “Sorry, you were so irresistible with those muscles flexing and smelling so manly. Ooh la la.” I waggled my eyebrows up and down.

      He reddened.

      I laughed. “I’m embarrassing you.”

      “So?” he said, straight-faced with an air of intensity. There was something almost charming in the fact he was trying to play it matter-of-fact.

      “The Great JT blushes.”

      “Don’t tell anyone,” he grumbled.

      I slapped my hand to my chest. “I’ll do my best to resist your incredible sexiness until a more appropriate time and keep your response my secret.” I peered up at him coyly.

      He rolled his eyes. “Keep holding that,” he said, all business, but he did pat my arm reassuringly.

      I could tell how he had become president of his company. That was super attractive and scary at the same time. I hoped he would never turn that CEO nature on me. My eyes flickered over my disheveled belongings. Boxes had slipped and fallen, and my dining table limped to the left with a broken leg. I closed my eyes. I’d owned that table for more than fifteen years. It overflowed with memories of Jackson, my former husband, and the period of my life when I raised my son.

      That table was where I’d served seventeen birthday dinners for Austin. Where I sat on Saturday mornings to write checks and pay our bills. The table where I made dinners for my husband and son thinking we were building a permanent family.

      I opened my eyes and peered into the dim shadows of the trailer… of my past.

      Time to let it go. Time to let everything of my past marriage go. Time to move into my future with JT.

      At my side, I heard JT mutter a low curse. “Oh, no.” He pushed his hat back on his head and scratched his forehead. “I’m so sorry. It must have been the⁠—”

      Ground squirrel.

      “The hill. I’m sorry.” He moved into the trailer, pushing boxes out of his way. “I’ll get it fixed. I know a guy⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” I said loudly, cutting him off. “It’s just…” I swallowed. “It’s just a table.” My shoulders lowered, accepting the fate of my furniture.

      Besides the table, I had brought my big armoire. It was a stunning piece of furniture, but I had no idea how we would get it off this moving van or where to put in JT’s house. In California, I had asked the film crew to help and kind of forgot to tell JT.

      “Um, baby,” I called out as he dug deep into the moving van. I picked up the lightest box I could find, thinking maybe I could climb out of the trailer with it without getting hurt. “Do you think the neighbors would help us haul the furniture in?”

      “Nope.”

      I stopped in my tracks and saw part of his arm behind boxes. “Why not? That’s what neighbors do.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he called out from between the boxes. “I will handle it.”

      I put the box down and crawled over the other boxes to see his eyes. “Do you always handle everything?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      He looked over at me. “When my mom was dying, I promised her I would take care of Dad and everything else.” He shrugged. “I got used to it.”

      That was, in a sense, sweet and upsetting.

      JT fiddled with boxes and cleared a path, shifting from his story. “How are we going to move the furniture? It’s heavy.”

      With large ruffling sounds from the back of the truck. “I’ll do it,” he said, winded.

      “How?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “We could call the Mormon missionaries. They’re always hunting for service projects.”

      “It’s easier to just do it ourselves.”

      That wasn’t true. “People like to help.”

      He wiped his sweaty forehead, and peered one eye down at me. “Other people get in the way.”

      That was certainly one way of looking at it. JT was being much more of a loner than I thought of him being. “Well, yes, while they’re carrying armoires from moving vans,” I clarified. “That’s exactly when we want people in our way.”

      He turned from the back of the van, a huge, wide, and extremely heavy box cradled in his arms. “I don’t need help.”

      I lifted my brows. “Ever?”

      He shifted the box, his gaze pinned on mine. “Rarely.”

      That extremely wide, extremely heavy box slipped in his arms an inch, tipping to the side. The contents rumbled inside. JT’s forearm muscles twitched.

      I lifted my brows higher.

      He shifted the box level again and lifted his brows even higher.

      So. An eyebrow war.

      We stood there, eyebrows up, the heavy box pressing into his forearm and sweat dripping down my back.

      “Want me to help with that?” I asked sweetly, not holding back a gentle teasing smile.

      “I’m fine.” His voice was a little strained. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t want you to get hurt anymore today. Okay?”

      He was trying to redirect my focus. “How long?” I asked.

      “How long until what?”

      “Until you ask for help?”

      He grinned. “Never. How long ’til you get out of my way?”

      I crossed my arms. “When you ask nicely.”

      “Please get out of my way,” he said nicely. He kissed the side of my head as he bustled by, not needing help at all.

      Curse him. The things you learn about a person when moving.

      It didn’t take him long to return. “I have something you can help with if you are up for it?”

      I scooted up to him and pecked him on the cheek. “Okay.”

      A smile crept onto his face as I hurried to the back of the truck.

      “Hold on,” he called out. “Give me a second to secure the door and a ramp. Don’t want you to burn yourself again.”

      I sucked in my breath. I couldn’t help but like that he wanted to take care of me and was worried I would get burnt. My hand still hurt, and a nasty blister had already popped out in a white bubble, not to mention that my lower back ached from jumping up on the bumper, and my ankle felt like more needles had pressed into it.

      As I waited I, I lifted up my ankle and saw two more thin clear needles. I yanked at them, then ran my hand along my chewed-up ankle to see if any more of those sneaky needles had implanted in my skin. I couldn’t find any.

      JT returned with a dolly and straps, maneuvering around me. I flushed and picked up the same light box again to follow him to the house, not wanting to appear useless or like a klutz.

      “Baby, it shouldn’t take us long to unload this stuff. Maybe we could swim to cool down after this?”

      His eyes flickered to me briefly. “Maybe.”

      Not encouraging. I decided not to question him on that answer. That would be high maintenance, and I would act chill as a cucumber slice in a glass of cold water.

      He must have seen the disappointment in my face, because he added, “Let’s see if we have time before dark. It cools down a lot in the evenings.”

      “Hot tub?” I batted my eyes.

      “Don’t have one.”

      “Oh,” my voice came out with more disappointment than intended. I had just assumed that because he lived in a mansion with a pool, a hot tub would be an automatic side accessory. Apparently, even though he had money, he leaned more toward a simple lifestyle.

      “Disappointed?”

      I shrugged, trying to not make a big deal about it. “It’s fine.”

      “You’re a hot tub fan?”

      I shrugged again, bigger this time. I didn’t want to come across as demanding and needy. “I like a good soak every now and then. With a place like this, I bet it would be lovely to come out in the blackness of the evening and sit in a tub with a glass of wine and let the hot water ease out all the aches and pains.”

      He strolled ahead of me. “That’s an excellent idea.”

      I brightened, then quickly shifted the box in my arms, which felt heavier and heavier as I followed him toward the open garage.

      “The nights can be stunning,” he said over his shoulder. “We can do that sometime if you want.”

      “Yes, I want.”

      He glanced back. Our gazes caught. “I’ll take care of everything.”

      That made me happy. But the vague note of grimness in his tone made me uneasy.

      “I’ll be fine without⁠—”

      “If you want it, we’ll get it.”

      And that was that.

      I wasn’t going to fight to deny myself a hot tub. “I’d love that!”

      The box I was carrying started to slip out of my grasp. I stumbled into a bush, which scratched my calf on the opposite side from the cactus bite.

      I stopped to heft the load up on a bent leg and secure it higher in my arms, wincing from the pain. Sweat had already coated me like I had taken a shower.

      A flicker caught my attention.

      There, on my right, in between the rocks and under the bush, a multi-colored snake unfolded itself out of a tight ball.

      His black, brown, and orange colors flashed in the sunlight.

      I struggled to squeeze air into my lungs.

      He moved. The reptile uncurled and started to slither. A high-pitched wheezing slipped through my lips.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he rippled away, gliding over the rocks. At my strangled sound, JT dropped his box at the garage entrance and sprinted back.

      “What!” he shouted.

      I stared at him, my mouth open, the box in my arms about to fall. “S—s—snake!”

      He grabbed a shovel out of the garage and was on the move. I watched as he leaned down, pulled his jeans tight against his hard thighs, and… picked the thing up on the shovel.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper-asked.

      He carefully lifted the twisting creature and, with measured steps, strolled past me.

      I stumbled back a few steps. “I don’t want to meet him,” I almost shrieked.

      He gave a little laugh as the snake coiled and turned on the shovel head. “I’m putting him back in the wild.” He lifted the shovel high and dumped the creature on the other side of the fence, then turned. He planted the shovel tip in the ground, hooked an arm over the handle, and grinned at me, looking every inch the cowboy.

      “What if that snake bit you…”

      He pressed his lips together to hold back a grin. “You’ll be fine.”

      Apparently, my reaction was a sit-com for him. I wanted to say more, but remembered Low Maintenance Maggie. I pressed my lips together, and he kissed the top of my forehead.

      Score one for low maintenance.

      “I thought you were going to kill him,” I said, somewhat accusatorially.

      JT shook his head against that idea. “I returned him to his home. He has more right to be here than we do.”

      “Are there others out there?” I nodded to the wilds beyond his fence.

      “Yup. Lots. You’ll get used to it.”

      I shook my head. “No, I won’t.”

      He laughed and strode over, shovel in hand. “I’ll teach you everything you need to know about watching out for all the deadly critters.”

      “And deadly cactus,” I added.

      He dropped the shovel and slid his arms under the box in my arms, taking it from me.

      “What if I don’t want to learn?” I muttered as I followed him into the shady garage, where it was about ten degrees cooler.

      “You don’t want to die, do you?”

      “Are those my only options?

      He set the box down and looked at me for a long minute. Sweat trickled down the back of my neck as I avoided his eyes.

      “Come here,” he said softly.

      I shuffled toward him.

      “Closer.”

      I came within a step of him, his hard body so near I could smell his musk scent again. He hooked a hand around the back of my neck and tugged me to him. He bent and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “You’re in Arizona now, Mags. This is your home. There are snakes and cactus and bobcats and coyotes, and skies that never end and sunsets that last for hours and air so clean you can breathe.”

      An uneasiness moved through me. His mouth was soft on my head, his breath warm through my hair.

      “And there’s you,” I whispered.

      He pressed another kiss to my head. “You and me, I’ll take care of everything,” he promised.

      “That’s what you do,” I whispered.

      I felt him nod. “That’s what I do. Come on, I want to show you the house. You need a break from the outside. Let’s give you a tour of where you’ll be staying before we finish unloading.”

      He flopped his long arm around my shoulder and guided me toward the front gate. Getting inside sounded like I great idea, but I pivoted toward the truck.

      “But my stuff… don’t we need to close the door or something?” All I owned in the world was in the trailer. All of it.

      He laughed. “This isn’t LA. Your stuff will be fine.”

      I peered at the truck one more time, not sure if I trusted his word. My heart fluttered. Thieves lurked in all points of the world, not just LA. An open trailer with packed boxes was an inviting invitation to come steal. I had googled Tucson’s safety statistics before coming. It didn’t rate high on the scorecard for safety. It was never good to gamble with fate.

      JT must have seen my worry. “Hardly anybody comes out to the east side. It’s too far a drive from the main part of town.”

      I squished my lips together. I didn’t blame the thieves for not taking the drive here—at least forty-five minutes from the freeway, and the entire drive was Pot Hole City. Hard on the suspension, plus the scenery consisted of mostly rundown stores, cactus, and brown dirt.

      Granted, JT had neighbors several acres away on either side of his house, but those houses were adobe and blended into the wilderness as much as the wildlife and plants. Horses and cows had waved their tails as we drove in, but I’d seen no exercisers hitting the streets.

      No lingering neighbors gathered around the mailboxes to discuss the heat and, as of yet, no neighbor labored on their lawns, building their connection with nature. No children made noise, no neighborhood sounds reached my ears, except the occasional grind of a distant drill of a construction worker and the tweeting of a bird.

      This would not be a place I would see any Jehovah’s Witnesses traveling in packs to save the world. And, once we had passed the city limits, I didn’t see Mormon missionaries with their dark suits, white shirts, and nametags. It was too hot and too far, even for God.

      “I’ll close it if it makes you feel better,” JT said.

      “Thanks, baby.”

      Watching him stroll to the trailer in his cowboy boots and hat, I had a sudden chill. I had truly moved to the boonies. What could I possibly do here to have a life?
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      JT

      
      Maggie looked stunning standing in the sunlight, surveying me returning from the truck with lips pressed together as though holding back her words, her truth. Bags lurked under her eyes. She seemed frazzled, with worn-out makeup and beads of sweat outlining her flattened hair. It had been a lot for her to leave the beach, her job, and her best friend to move to Tucson. I hoped she could find her place here and it would be worth it for her to be with me and closer to her son.

      She’d taken the jumping cactus in her ankle like a trouper, but when she spotted the napping snake, her lips had quivered. She was scared of animals. It was a bit charming, actually, that she found this world so different. I hoped as she spent more time here, she’d learn that being closer to wildlife was good for the soul. My biggest job was to ensure the smoothest ride possible for her, be her shock absorber until she learned to appreciate Old Pueblo.

      I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, pulling her closer to me. “Let’s get you indoors.”

      She laughed as she followed my lead through the nine-foot wrought-iron gate and into the front of the house. The outdoor sitting area was sheltered from the sun with a partially open roof overhead and rust-orange wooden-paneled walls.

      Maggie hurried over to the couch, sat, and plopped her arms out against the armrest for a couple of moments, taking in the scene like she was the new owner. A ripple of nerves chased through me. It was strange having someone new in my home.

      She scooted back on the cushion, her feet coming off the ground and dangling in the air like a little girl sitting in a grown-up chair. “Have you ever noticed most furniture is meant for big people? It’s complete discrimination.”

      Maggie could be really funny sometimes. “Can’t say I have.”

      That had been Irene’s favorite spot in the house. She’d sat there as twilight turned into night, doing puzzles, talking to friends on the phone, not talking to me at all. Of course, I didn’t talk to her much either. We had nothing to say. We’d sat three feet apart for twenty years and never just… chatted.

      Maggie coughed, breaking my unpleasant reverie. I jerked my gaze to hers and stared for a second, then burst out laughing. “Short person discrimination, huh?” I moved toward her.

      “I’m almost never able to have my feet touch the ground and sit all the way back,” she continued. “How am I supposed to look dignified with my legs dangling in the air? No one is going to take me serious like that.”

      People took Irene seriously. Always. She wasn’t one for fun.

      “The only time they make small chairs is on airplanes,” Maggie continued in her happy chattering bubble. “That’s ridiculous because often I’m squished, and I’m short.” She sank deeper into the couch as she spoke, and didn’t pause to hear my response. “I could see drinking iced tea out here in the early afternoons together.”

      Irene had binoculars, a bird book, and a notebook in which she wrote with precise handwriting as if the record was crucial. She jotted down the birds she spotted: hummingbird, wren, and woodpecker.

      “Do you want tea?”

      Maggie’s question brought my attention back to her. Tea. She wanted tea. “If tea on a porch will make you happy, tea on the porch you’ll have. Pick up iced tea next time you’re at the grocery store.”

      Just keep talking to me. The unbidden thought flashed through my mind and scared the hell out of me. It reeked of desperation. Of need. I loved Maggie, but I didn’t need her. If I did, I’d be weak, and my job was to take care of business. I’d been doing it since I was fifteen years old and my mom died, and my dad turned into a workaholic. Taking care of business and people was all I knew.

      Her mouth opened slightly at my suggestion. “I’ll be doing the grocery shopping?”

      “I’ll get you set up with a checking account to take care of household expenses.”

      Maggie sank deeper onto the couch, eyeing the sun-bleached, high sky, and the brown scrub brush. It seemed like she was surreptitiously scanning for the snake.

      “You’ll learn to love it here, maybe even the snakes.”

      She flickered a glance up to me, full of doubt. “I don’t remember this furniture when we were shooting for the show.”

      “We cleared it out so the producers could create a fantasy environment for the TV audience.”

      She nodded like that made sense, her nose pinching in the way that made her beautiful. “Was your wife short?”

      We had never talked about my wife. Maggie had never asked about her. I knew it would come sooner or later. We couldn’t really know each other if we didn’t know each other’s romantic past. It was like the debit column in a ledger—it had to be dealt with.

      I shoved my hands into my pocket and forced myself to lower my gaze to Maggie’s. Her tone was casual, light, no hint of feeling threatened. “Yes, my dear, she was short.”

      I worked to keep my tone as light and as casual as hers. It would be nice if we could talk about Irene when we needed to, which shouldn’t be often. “Even shorter than you, but you are a lot different from her.”

      Maggie perked up in her seat. “How’s that?”

      I leaned back. I pushed my cowboy hat up. “Well, let’s see… Irene was shorter and more serious.”

      Her eyes locked onto mine. “You don’t think I am serious?”

      I smiled, amused. “No, Mags. You’re a breath of fresh
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