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Elena Marquez watched her six-year-old son, Ben, beam with delight and wonder at the gleaming hand- and power tools. Even though the striking man with the strong arms handled the tools with precision, she could not keep herself from hovering over her child. Rafi the contractor-turned-handyman showed Ben how the new deadbolt front door lock closed and opened with a key. He let Ben steady the power drill while Rafi fit the screws into place.

“Your mommy is not only pretty, she must be very smart,” Rafi said to Ben, but he was looking at Elena. “She bought this great little house on Poco Court.”

“We’re fixing it poco a poco,” Ben said. “Mom says that means little by little.”

“That’s how we make progress,” Elena said. “But there is so much more to do.”

As a single, city-apartment dwelling mom new to the Southwest, she had only dared to dream of having a house for her and Ben until recently. She had seen the notice for the foreclosure auction in an older part of Tucson, shown up and was astounded she was not outbid. Now she owned and lived in a cheery, well-laid-out small house in a neighborhood of larger homes. She loved the fenced backyard, and the low walled-in front yard, complete with cottonwood tree and wood-and-rope swing for Ben. Even the missing front gate didn’t bother her. It looked like a six-year-old’s gap-toothed smile.

A friend in real estate had told her about Rafi, a licensed contractor who had been working at repairs and upkeep since home building had slowed to a near halt. She had not expected him to be handsome, polite, masterfully skilled and good with Ben, too. But her free-floating feeling of stranger danger had been with her since her divorce just before Ben was born. She often felt lonesome, but she hadn’t dated. Something was missing in every man she had met. It was the same thing that was missing in her ex-husband, a love that put family’s needs at the forefront of life.

Rafi had shown up on time with all the right tools for every appointment so far. Still, as much as Elena wanted to, she had not quite overcome her reserve. She wondered who he was, really, and if he was genuinely connected to her new community.

Rafi set his drill in his toolbox and picked up his clipboard. He studied his handwritten list. “How about that stove?” he asked Elena as he absentmindedly tousled Ben’s hair.

Elena led him to the kitchen. The four-burner stove had only one functioning burner and the oven door hung askew. Rafi scratched his chin. His eyes made a quick scan all around the kitchen.

“I already searched,” Elena said.  “There were no parts in any of the cupboards or drawers.”

“I wasn’t looking for what might be here so much as I was seeing what you may need,” Rafi said. “I have a few spares in my truck. Can I ask Ben to give me a hand carrying parts?”

Elena considered the question as she looked out the kitchen window at the setting sun. She found it thoughtful that Rafi had asked her permission to go outside with Ben. “Yes,” she said.

Ben returned through the open garage door and into the kitchen with a plastic grid in his small arms. Rafi brought in a box filled with a mix of burner pans, knobs and hinges. And on top of it all rested a basket filled with red, ripe prickly pears.

“My grandmother insisted I bring these to you... something about health and love for your new home. Bennie, can you set this fruit basket on the front porch? Until we get the spines off them, they are too sharp to work around,” Rafi said.

Ben set the grid on the counter and took the basket by the handles. He carefully carried it out. The closing door rattled in his wake.

“But, I have not even met your grandmother,” Elena said. “Thank her for me. And tell her I will make some jam. Well, as soon as my kitchen comes together.”

Rafi said to Elena, “I will remember you to her. Now, your refrigerator is missing the front lower panel. I think the one we have here will fit.”

Ben came in from outdoors and let the door bang. He raced to Rafi’s side, reached for the grid and handed it to the handyman. Rafi snapped it into place on the fridge.

Elena glanced into the parts box. “I believe we are up to date on your charges,” she said to Rafi, “But I don’t want to go over my budget for all the parts. Can you give me an estimate?”

“These are already included in my original estimate,” Rafi said. As he installed each missing appliance piece, the box emptied. “We’ll get everything working, poco a poco.”

“You are being generous,” Elena said. She lifted the tattered cardboard box and said to Ben, “Would you take this to your room? We can re-use it for tidying up.”

While Ben was in the other room, Rafi seized the opportunity to say to Elena, “You must be a wonderful mother. Ben is a bright, warm-hearted boy, like my nephew. He is about the same age. They will probably go to the same school.”

“You have no children of your own?” Elena asked.

“No. First I would hope to find the right woman. So many women are too frivolous. A man needs a woman who has warmth and imagination and sense and values—a woman who likes to make things better, her family, her home, or her life. Family is most important.”

Elena looked away from Rafi. It was as if he was reading her mind and she felt suddenly awkward. From the kitchen window she saw something move in the front yard. She stepped closer to the sill and watched a hairy little piglet lift the basket of cactus pears in his teeth. He pranced out of the front yard and down the street.

“Did you see that?” Elena asked Rafi.

“Ah, Javelina,” Rafi said with a knowing nod.

“Wild pigs?” Elena asked.

“Something like that. Collared peccary, to be exact,” Rafi said.

“In the city?” Elena braced herself against the stove top. Her heart raced.

“Yes. It’s a Tucson thing.” Rafi rested a comforting hand on her shoulder. “He must have smelled the fruit. They usually only come out late at night. They follow trails that were here before the neighborhood,” Rafi explained. “The house has been vacant for a long time. The prickly pears must have been quite a find for that little guy. Don’t look so afraid. You can make room in your life for a little bit of wildness, can’t you?”
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