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      Casey was in her pajamas and ready for bed as the introduction theme for her father’s favorite western, The Drifter, began to thunder from the old television with its wire rabbit ears bent in the direction to pick up the best signal. Her father came in from the kitchen with a fresh bottle of Pepsi in his hand. Casey frowned up as the man settled into his white faux leather recliner with the cold drink, knowing he wouldn’t offer it to any of his offspring. Children in the Casper home were only allowed Kool-Aid and only during daylight hours in the kitchen or outside where they couldn’t make a mess. Pepsi was a treat only for adults.

      “Now, you kids be quiet while Daddy’s show is on,” her father snarled as he made himself comfortable, set the Pepsi on the table next to his full ashtray, and lit another cigarette, “or I’ll tan your hides with my belt and send you to bed early.”

      Casey and her younger brothers and sister sat quietly, knowing his threats weren’t made in jest. They’d all seen that belt come flying out of the loops at lightning speed and suffered the consequences of interrupting one of their father’s favorite shows.

      The baby in Casey’s bedroom began to cry. “Get your lazy ass up and tend to your little sister, Casey,” her father ordered. “Put a bottle in her mouth and shut her up during my show.”

      Casey got to her feet and plodded into the kitchen to find one of the bottles of breast milk her mother had left in the refrigerator before going to her job at the market up the street. She wouldn’t return home until after ten when the store closed, and seven-year-old Casey, as the oldest, was left responsible for feeding and changing baby Clea, now five months old. Casey prayed this would be her mother’s last baby. None of her friends at school had to change diapers or get up at two in the morning to feed a little sister or brother, and she didn’t think it was fair that she had to do it.

      Casey had changed her first diaper at age five when her little brother Kenny had come along, but her mother hadn’t been working then and kept the crib in their room. She’d also been breastfeeding, so there had been no bottles for Casey to tend either. Casey had heard her mother talking on the phone about taking a pill now to stop her from getting pregnant again, and she hoped it worked.

      The show was almost over by the time Casey fed the baby and got her dirty diaper changed. Her father scowled at her when she returned to the room. “It’s about time you got that squalling brat settled down, girl. I could hardly hear my show for the screamin’.”

      “I don’t think Clea liked something mommy ate,” she said in a soft voice. “Her belly is upset and her poo stinks.” She curled her nose in distaste of the memory of the dirty diaper she’d removed from the fussing baby.

      “I hope you rinsed the damned thing good in that diaper pail.”

      Casey grinned at her younger brother. “I washed Clea’s butt good, but not in the diaper pail.”

      Her father just snorted a reply as he lit another cigarette during a commercial about beer. The man never understood her humor or responded to it positively. Her brother laughed behind his hand and whispered, “He’s gonna take his belt to you if you get smart with him, Casey.”

      “Won’t be the first time,” she rolled her blue eyes and replied in an equally soft whisper, “and probably won’t be the last.”

      They sat quietly until the final theme music began to play. “I hope you find a man like Tucker to marry someday, Casey.” Her father emptied another bottle of Pepsi.

      “There aren’t cowboys anymore, Daddy,” Casey said as she roused little Kenny and sent him toddling toward his room.

      “Ain’t no cowboy gonna wanna marry silly Casey anyways,” Micha said with a grin. “She reads too many books.”

      Their father sat up in his recliner and folded down the footrest. “Of course there are still cowboys, Casey, and,” he said to her brother, “she needs a good, moral man like Tucker Hughes to turn her into a good woman who can take care of a house, tend a garden, and mind her children the way a woman should.”

      “And I bet she can’t learn that in silly books, can she, Daddy?” her brother continued to tease.

      “Books have a place, son,” her father said with a sour glance at Casey, “but it’s in school and not at home where there are too many chores for a woman to tend to.”

      The talking and movement in the living room woke the baby, and Casey began to fret again. She made a beeline for the bedroom, went in, and shut the door to tend to one of her womanly chores. Clea’s diaper was damp, so she changed it before putting the bottle back into her mouth and holding it in place until the baby’s eye’s closed and she settled back into sleep.

      She made a quick trip across the hall to the bathroom, where she relieved herself for the night and then returned to her dark room to crawl into bed. Casey fell asleep to the sound of the television on the other side of the wall and woke later in the dark after another dream about being chased across a field by yelling Indians on horseback.
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      Another divorce was final, and Casey Miller had run away to her friend Tandy’s in rural California north of Palm Springs to take stock of her life—or what was left of it.

      They stood in the check-out line of Lucky’s Supermarket in Yucca with a cart overflowing with groceries Casey insisted on paying for if Tandy insisted upon cooking for her every night. Their visit had been great so far, but Casey didn’t know if she could stomach another meal of the spicy Mexican fare Tandy cooked.

      The man ahead of them had just said something to make the cashier laugh, and Casey took her eyes off his shapely behind for the first time. He wore the typical cowboy get-up popular in Yucca and of the old western shows Casey’s father had loved to watch. His jeans fit tight, and he had a blue bandana tied around his neck. He even wore a perfectly styled brown cowboy hat and polished leather boots. The only thing out of place was the set of aviator sunglasses on his handsome tanned face with lenses tinted yellow.

      “Looks just like his dad, doesn’t he?” Tandy whispered into Casey’s ear.

      Casey studied the man closer as he put his bagged purchases into his cart and Tandy moved them forward in the line. “Who is he and who is his dad?”

      “That’s Tucker Riley,” she said. “His dad is Morgan Riley, the actor who played Tucker Hughes on that show The Drifter.”

      “Oh, wow,” Casey said, studying the man closer. “He really does look like him—especially in those clothes.”

      Tandy pushed the cart forward, and Casey began putting groceries onto the rolling rubber belt for the cashier to scan and bag in white plastic bags. “Hey, Tucker,” Tandy called, “since when do you do the grocery shopping?”

      The man turned to study the person speaking to him. “Oh, hey, Tandy,” he said in reply with a big furrow in his tanned brow. “Ever since Elvira left me high and dry over in LA and I moved back up onto the ranch with Mom and Dad.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that, Tucker,” Tandy said as Casey continued to empty the cart. “I always thought Elvira was real nice and you two were good together.” Casey could tell from her friend’s tone she didn’t mean a word she said to the man about his wife. “You two ever have kids?”

      “No,” he said with a shake of his head, “and that was probably a big part of our problem.” He chuckled. “That and we mixed about like oil and water.”

      “Balsamic and extra virgin mixes well with a good shake,” Casey said without thinking as the cashier rang up her total and she handed the woman her debit card.

      “Excuse me?” Tucker said, glancing at Casey for the first time.

      “Just excuse her, Tucker,” Tandy said as she inched the cart around Casey and began loading bagged groceries into it. “She’s suffering from the just-lost-another-man blues.”

      Casey scowled at her friend. “Or maybe I’m not suffering at all and I’m ready to throw a post-divorce house party—at your house.”

      Tandy snorted. “Not at my house, you’re not. As I recall the last one went on for about three days and involved several cases of wine.”

      Casey grinned and winked at Tucker Riley. “And a few bottles of Jack Daniels. You can’t forget Jack.”

      “Boy, ain’t that the truth,” Tandy said, rubbing at her temples.

      “Sounds like you gals know how to throw a party,” Tucker said with a grin.

      Casey signed her receipt and followed her friend who pushed the cart over to join her friend Tucker.

      “I’m Tucker Riley, by the way,” he said, offering his hand to Casey.

      “And I’m Casey Miller,” she said as she took the man’s big hand. She noticed it was rough and work-worn. This was no idle California movie star’s brat. This man worked for a living. “Are you in the business like your father?”

      Tucker rolled his dark brown eyes. “Not hardly,” he said, “though Mom and Dad both tried to push me into it when I was younger.”

      “You’ve certainly got the looks for it,” Casey said, and then her cheeks turned pink with embarrassment. “I hear they’re trying to bring Westerns back up here in the desert.”

      He took off his hat and ran a hand through his thick, auburn curls. “My sister and I are hoping that’s the case. If not, we’re putting a lot of money into Desert Home for nothing.”

      “Desert Home?” Tandy asked with her face twisted in confusion. “That broken-down old movie set out in the foothills? I thought the county condemned it years ago and had it torn down.”

      Tucker nodded. “That’s what was gonna happen, but Dad and Mom stepped in and bought it from the Studio.” He glanced at Casey and smiled. “It’s where they shot their show back in the day.”

      “Their show?” Casey asked, equally confused.

      Tandy giggled. “Tucker’s mom played Charity on the show. The dancehall girl who was the sheriff’s love interest.”

      “Oh, yah, right.” Casey vaguely remembered a blonde saloon girl from the show who always wore an ostrich feather in her hair.

      “She’s been my Dad’s love interest in real life for almost sixty years now,” Tucker said, “and I’d best be gettin’ these groceries home to her or she’ll tan my hide the way she did when I was a kid.” He began to push his cart toward the sliding glass door. “It was sure nice seeing you, Tandy.”

      “Nice seeing you again, Tucker,” Tandy replied as she followed him out into the bright high desert sunshine.” If you’re back up here on the mountain, you should drop by sometime and we could take the horses out.”

      “I might just do that,” he said with a wink at Casey. “You still make those chicken enchiladas in green chili sauce that are so good?”

      “She sure does,” Casey chimed in, rubbing her abdomen, “though I think she spikes the damned things with jalapenos more than simple chilis.”

      Tucker and Tandy both laughed. “Not a fan of the hot stuff?” Tucker asked, grinning.

      “I’ve been here for a week, and I think I’ve already lost the lining of my esophagus and my stomach. I’m cooking tonight,” Casey said as they stopped at her car, “and it’s gonna be fried chicken, mashed potatoes, biscuits, and gravy.”

      Tucker smiled, showing off his even, white teeth. “That sounds good too. I think my mom has meatloaf planned.” He turned the cart toward a big, dirty pickup. “But she makes it with hot peppers, lots of onion, and Louisiana hot sauce.”

      “It was real nice meeting you, Tucker,” Casey said as she opened the rear hatch on her car, “but I think I’ll pass on your mother’s meatloaf.”

      Tucker laughed. “Why don’t you gals come out to Desert Home tomorrow and see what we’re doing out there.”

      “The last time I was out there,” Tandy said, “we were in high school and it was just a falling down disaster area infested with black widows and rattlesnakes.”

      “Then you’ll be excited to see how much it’s changed,” he called to them as he returned his empty cart to the rack with the others.

      “Sounds like fun,” Casey said as she took her empty cart and began pushing it toward the rack as Tandy got into the car and turned on the ignition to get the air conditioning going.

      “See you tomorrow then?” He said almost hopefully as he climbed into the truck and started the engine.

      Casey returned to the car and got in. “How far away is this Desert Home place?”

      “Out about eight miles west of town,” Tandy said. “I hope he’s fixed it up because the last time I was out there it was a real wreck. I honestly thought the county had bulldozed it a long time ago.”

      “Sounds like his family is putting a lot into it to fix it back up.”

      Tandy shook her blonde head. “It would have taken a small fortune to fix that mess up. As I recall, one of the guys with us put his foot right through the floor of the saloon and all the ceilings leaked.” She did a mock shiver. “And there were black widow webs full of spiders hanging everywhere in the buildings.”

      “I’m sure that was easy to clean up,” Casey said, “but you know I’m no fan of spiders.”

      Tandy chuckled. “I know and I’m no fan of rattlesnakes. When we were walking from the parking area through all the old creosote bushes, you could hear the rattles going off everywhere.”

      “Well, I’d imagine they’d have cleaned all of that up too.”

      Tandy turned her head and smiled. “I think Tucker was into you, Casey.”

      “No, he wasn’t,” Casey scoffed. “He was just being nice to your friend. I think he was into you.”

      “My chances with Tucker Riley came and went years ago.”

      “You guys dated?” Casey asked in surprise. She couldn’t remember her friend ever mentioning dating the handsome son of a television star.

      “In high school,” she said, waving her hand, “before he went off to Vietnam. It was nothing really.” She sighed. “Just two kids playing around. He went off to Vietnam and I went off to USC. I met Sam in college, and we got married. Tucker came back and hooked up with that shrew Elvira.”

      “Seems they were together for a long time.”

      Tandy snorted. “Elvira probably got tired of waiting for his old man to kick the bucket for the inheritance. I know she screwed everything in pants while they lived out here on the ranch.” She shrugged her freckled shoulders. “I shudder to think about what went on in LA. Behind his back.”

      They turned off the main highway onto the bumpy dirt road leading up to Tandy’s house. “So he said he and his sister were working together on this Desert Home thing. Do you know her too?”

      Tandy nodded. “And a royal bitch she is too,” she said as Casey swerved to avoid another pothole. “They’re twins. He’s the spitting image of their father, Morgan Riley, and Charity is the spitting image of their mother, Rita Wright, who played his love interest on the show.”

      “And they named their kids after the characters they played on the television show?” Casey asked with a furrowed brow. “That couldn’t have been easy on the kids with the show in syndication for so long.”

      “I’d imagine they’ll use that to their advantage when they get ready to open Desert Home up to the public.”

      “What do you think their plan is—an amusement park like Disney?”

      Tandy shrugged as Casey parked the car in the drive of the adobe house shaded by towering eucalyptus and Aleppo pines. “Probably more of a tourist trap like Tombstone or Old Tucson in Arizona with shops and restaurants. I can’t see them doing something with rides and shit unless its stagecoach and pony rides.” Tandy grabbed some bags. “I doubt the old man would allow it on the old stage set.”
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      Casey rose to find a bright and sunny day with the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee wafting into her bedroom from the kitchen. She dressed in comfortable jeans and a blue tank top that molded itself over her heavy breasts, making her feel like she wasn't the aging woman she was. She ran a comb through her freshly colored auburn hair but decided to forgo makeup today other than a bit of pink lip gloss. She pulled on her worn cowboy boots and made her way into the kitchen where Tandy sat with her shoulder-length blonde hair looking perfect. Casey’s friend had worked as a fashion model in her younger days and she always looked perfect no matter the situation.

      “You look great this morning,” Casey said as she filled a mug from the Mr. Coffee on the counter beside the stove. Tandy noted the dishes from last night’s dinner had already been put away and the kitchen looked as perfect as her friend. Casey couldn’t remember ever having seen Tandy’s house anything but perfect. Dressed in what her friend liked to call desert rat chic. The furniture was old and mismatched but clean with the walls and tables covered in twenty years of desert finds. There were framed photos of Tandy with her late husband Sam on trips to Mexico where they explored ancient ruins together and collected pieces of old pottery they found.

      One adobe wall also hung with Tandy’s collection of western TV and movie memorabilia, including autographed photos of the cast of The Drifter in full costume on the Desert Homesite. There were also photographs of Sam with well-known actors like Clint Eastwood and others he’d worked with as a stuntman on the old Westerns. Sam had injured his back and then become dependent on opioids. He’d died of an overdose in this very room ten years earlier, and Casey didn’t know how her friend could bear it.

      Tandy walked into the living room with a cup of coffee in her hand and went to stare at the large portrait she’d had painted of her and Sam together in the desert with their dog Skipper, searching for treasures together. “He was a handsome devil, wasn’t he,” her friend said, running a finger over the face of her late husband.

      “Indeed he was,” Casey said. “He could have been on the screen with any of those leading men and put them to shame.”

      “Oh, he was,” Tandy said in an almost dreamy voice, “and he took all the hard falls for ‘em so they looked good to their fans.” She smiled. “He loved to point himself out in all the shows when it looked like the lead falling off his horse or taking a tumble down a rocky hillside.”

      Casey watched her friend kiss her finger and then touch it to her husband’s face. It brought tears to her eyes and she looked away, sipping her hot coffee to give Tandy her moment with Sam. “I know he loved what he did,” Casey said, trying to keep tears from choking her voice.

      “Yah,” Tandy said with a sigh, “right up to the day it took him from me.” She joined Casey on the couch. “Are you looking forward to our little trip into the desert today?”

      “I am,” Casey said, happy to be moving on to another subject. “I’ve never been to a real movie set before.”

      “Desert Home was never a movie set unless you count the two follow up Drifter movies they did there,” Tandy corrected. “It was just a studio stage set for that one show.”

      “Oh, I see,” Casey said. “So, where is this family ranch I heard Tucker mention yesterday?”

      “It’s about five miles on out from Desert Home. Tucker’s mom started raising those little miniature horses years ago. They take them to children’s hospitals and places like that to entertain the patients.”

      Casey reached for her friend’s empty cup. “That’s pretty cool.”

      “Tucker lost a little brother to leukemia when he was in grade school and his mom started doing the thing with the horses soon after. His name was Tate like the deputy on the show, and I remember he was a really cute kid.”

      Casey came back into the room with fresh coffee. “Cancer sucks,” she said as she resumed her spot on the couch. “Sounds like his mom found a way to deal with it.”

      Tandy smiled. “Yah, I guess they make a pretty big deal of it when they roll up on a hospital or nursing home with a dozen of those little horses and them dressed in their western garb. The kids and old folks love it.”

      “Sounds like it could be a great PR thing for their Desert Home thing as well.” She sipped her coffee. “The show is still in syndication on some of those channels that rerun old shows. I think I just caught an episode the other day.”

      Tandy snorted. “It’s probably what that bitch Charity is pinning her hopes on.”

      Casey furrowed her brow. “I gather you don’t like his sister much.”

      “She’s one of those snotty-nosed brats who thought her shit didn’t stink because her parents were famous and on television,” Tandy snarled.

      “She beat you out for a part in a school play or for a guy?” Casey asked with a grin tugging at the corners of her mouth.

      “Both,” Tandy finally said, grinning at the ridiculousness of the aged grudge. She tipped up her cup and swallowed more coffee. “Well, let’s get this show on the road. I need to do a load or two of laundry this afternoon, so we can’t spend the whole day dawdling with the rich and famous of Yucca.” She reached for Casey’s cup. “We taking your car or mine?”

      “Just filled mine with gas,” Casey said as she gathered up her purse and a straw cowboy hat, “but you’re driving. I have no idea how to get to this place.”

      Casey and Tandy left the house with Tandy at the wheel of Casey’s burgundy PT Cruiser. They turned off the highway in Yucca and headed toward Desert Home. The blacktop soon turned to a rough dirt road that bounced them around in the car.

      “Pretty country out here,” Casey said as she stared out the window at the fields of chaparral and high desert wildflowers blooming amidst spiny Joshua trees.

      “And busy,” Tandy said with a giggle as she slowed the car for a covey of fat Gambel’s quail to cross the road guarding a brood of young ones. Tandy laughed when she saw the roadrunner chasing them. “That big fella better watch out cause I’ve seen a mama quail peck out the eyes of a roadrunner chasing her young.”

      Casey watched the quail cross the road, followed by the roadrunner, and laughed along with Tandy. She’d seen mother quail defending their young from roadrunners, and the fights could be vicious. The day was sunny with a soft breeze blowing the Palo Verde trees filled with bright yellow blossoms. She could smell their sweet scent on the breeze through the open window. The high desert was beautiful in spring, and Casey was glad she’d come.

      “What’s that up ahead there?” Casey asked when she saw an animal stumbling along the side of the dusty road.

      “Looks like a big dog or something got hit by a car,” Tandy said, studying the animal.

      “I don’t think so,” Casey said. “It doesn’t move like a dog.”

      The car got closer, and Tandy slowed. “It’s a horse,” Tandy said in surprise. “It’s one of the miniatures Tucker’s mom raises.” She stopped when the little horse stumbled and went down on one of its forelegs. “I think it may have been bit.”

      Tandy stopped the car, and both of them got out, and went to the animal. Tandy spoke softly to the panting little horse, and it stood quietly, waiting for them to come and attend to it. “Her leg is swollen, and she’s having trouble standing up on it.”

      “Poor baby,” Casey said as she stroked the soft black fur on the animal’s rump.

      “Let’s get her into your car,” Tandy said, opening the rear passenger side door, “and take her out to Desert Home, where Tucker’s brother Chris has a stable.”

      Casey didn’t give any thought about how Tandy knew that and hurried to get into the back seat of her car. Tandy lifted the little horse into the car, and Casey took the shivering animal into her arms, helping it into the car. “It’s all right,” she whispered in a soothing tone as she held the horse’s head against her shoulder.

      It kicked its rear legs a few times after the car went into motion and made soft whimpering noises that broke Casey’s heart. “It’ll be all right, baby, we’re gonna get you home and get you some help.” The horse quieted with Casey’s soft words as if she understood.

      “We’ll be there in a few,” Tandy said as she swung the car onto the road leading up to Desert Home.

      Unfortunately, the motion of the quick turn along with the poison in the horse’s system did not agree with her, and she vomited down the front of Casey’s chest and arm. “We’d better get there soon,” she told her friend, “because she just threw up all over me, and it’s turning my stomach as well.”

      Casey rocked forward when Tandy brought the car to a sudden halt. “I’m gonna run up to the stables and see if I can find someone to help,” Tandy said breathlessly as she jumped out of the car and took off toward the wooden barn surrounded by a wooden fence filled with other miniature horses. “It looks like you’re home, baby,” Casey said as she rolled the window down farther to allow fresh air to enter and ease the bitter aroma of the horse’s vomit soaking her tank top and bare arm.

      A few minutes later, the door jerked open and a tall man with sandy blond hair took the little horse into his arms. “Looks like you found our little escape artist,” he said as he took the whimpering horse into his arms to gently carry her into the barn.

      Tandy grinned and tossed Casey a roll of paper towels. “Isn’t this more fun than just sitting home in front of the boob tube?”

      Casey rolled her eyes as she tore off sheets of the white paper and began to wipe away the foul-smelling goo from her chest and arm as she followed Tandy into the barn. She, in turn, followed Chris with the horse into a stall filled with fresh, clean straw. He inspected the horse’s leg. “Damn,” he hissed beneath his breath. “You didn’t happen to see the snake that bit her, did you?”

      “No,” Tandy said. “We just came upon her limping up the side of the road. “Why?”

      “It makes a difference in which anti-venom I have to administer.” He studied the leg again. “From the size of these fang marks, I’m guessing it was a big Diamondback, though. If it had been a Mohave Green, they would be closer together.” He glanced up at the shivering animal. “She’d also be a whole lot sicker,” he said as he stood and left the stall. “I’m gonna treat her with the Diamondback anti-venom and hope for the best.”

      The little horse began to fret and whimper once more, and Casey went to her side, petting her softly. “It’s all right, baby,” she whispered in a gentle voice. “You’re home and Chris is going to take good care of you now.” Tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks as she tried to comfort the animal. She started to stand when Chris returned with a bag of saline and a large needle, but he motioned for her to stay where she was while he found a vein and inserted the needle to begin treating the horse for her snake bite.

      Tucker Riley stuck his head into the stall as Chris was finishing up. “What’s going on in here?” he asked with his eyes flitting between his brother, the two women, and the horse.

      “These fine ladies found our Baby after she’d been snake bit and brought her back to us,” Chris said with a glance at Tandy.

      “She gonna be all right?” Tucker asked. “Mom’ll be heartbroken if she’s not.”

      Chris shrugged his broad shoulders. “Time’ll tell, but she’s a strong animal, and I think they got her here before the venom had time to get too far into her system.”

      “It looks like you got the nasty end of that snakebite,” Tucker said when he noticed Casey wiping at the green vomit on her shirt and arm. “I think I have a shirt you can wear,” he said, “and you can clean up in my camper. Then I’ll give you girls the full tour of Desert Home.”

      Casey continued to whisper soothing words to the little horse. “I think I should stay here with her to keep her calm,” Casey said as she brushed away tears from her cheek.

      “Go on with Tucker and your friend,” Chris said, helping Casey to her feet. “I’m gonna give her a sedative to help her sleep.”
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      Casey cleaned up in Tucker’s fifth-wheel and put on a fresh t-shirt that was three sizes too large for her but welcome after the smelly, wet tank top.

      “You all fresh and clean now?” Tandy asked when Casey returned to the living room with her dirty shirt in a plastic bag.

      “Where’s our host?” Casey asked when she didn’t see Tucker.

      “Out cleaning up your car,” Tandy said.

      “He didn’t have to do that,” Casey said, embarrassed that the man would see her messy car after she’d driven it from Santa Clarita to Yucca.

      “Yes, he did,” Tandy said with her nose scrunched up. “That horse puke was foul. Both of us would have been gagging all the way back to the house if it had set in the sun all afternoon with that mess in it.”

      Casey had to agree. “I suppose you’re right there.” She asked a question that had been scratching at the back of her mind. “So what’s going on between you and Tucker’s brother, Tan?”

      Tandy jerked her head up with her eyes narrowed. “What gives you the idea there’s anything going on between me and Chris?”

      Casey grinned. “Oh, I don’t know, maybe having known you for over twenty years and recognizing that little dimple in your cheek when you grin at that certain someone.”

      “Don’t be silly, Casey,” Tandy said in retort. “I’m a mar—”

      “You’re a widow,” Casey said, cutting off her friend, “and you deserve to have a new love in your life if you’ve found one.”

      Tandy ran her hand through her thick blonde hair. “Well, in my bed anyhow,” she said with an impish grin.

      Casey smiled. “I want to hear all the details. He’s certainly built like a brick shit house. How is he hung in the equipment department?”

      Tandy’s cheeks flushed. “He’s strung like a fine instrument.”

      The door opened, and Tucker walked in with a bag filled with wet paper towels and empty fast-food packaging. “She’s all back to good as new,” he said and winked at Casey. “You look a lot better, too, though my old t-shirt probably doesn’t fit very well.”

      “It’s very comfortable,” Casey said with her cheeks flaming. “I’m ready for that tour if you guys are.”

      Tucker went to the refrigerator and took out three cans of Coke. He gave one each to Tandy and Casey before popping the tab on his and swallowing it down. “It’s warm and dry out there today, and it’s a long walk from here to the other end of town and back.”

      They followed him out into the bright sunshine. “I’m parked here behind the main set, which was Miss Charity’s Dance Hall if you remember from the show. My sister is planning to turn it into a full-scale restaurant and saloon to feed our hungry and thirsty visitors as well as possibly a wedding venue.”

      They walked into the building through a back door and saw a bevy of individuals busy at work on the building. “This is really amazing,” Casey said. “You could get tons of Steampunk and SASS folks up here in costume for events if they knew it was available.”

      A woman approached in dusty jeans and a long-sleeved work shirt. “My hopes exactly,” she said in a smug tone, eying Casey’s attire.

      “My sister Charity Riley,” Tucker said. “This is Casey Miller, and I think you know Tandy.”

      Charity snorted. “Who could forget the class tramp?”

      Casey grabbed her friend’s hand and held it tight to keep her from jumping the officious woman, and Tucker continued as though he hadn’t heard his sister’s slur. “They’ve come up to see what we’re doing with the place.”

      “Desert Home never had a brothel,” Charity said with her eyes riveted on Tandy. “It was a family show, so if you’re looking to franchise a building, you’ll need to come up with something more wholesome than you’re inclined to, Tandy.” 

      Charity turned and walked away, leaving Casey stunned and Tandy shivering with rage. “That bitch hasn’t changed since high school,” Tandy spat.

      “I gather she doesn’t know about you and Chris,” Casey asked softly.

      “Not on your life.”

      Tucker cleared his throat. “Please excuse my sister,” he said in apology to Tandy. “All of this has her a bit out of sorts.”

      Casey glanced around the building. “Did she never really watch the show?” Casey asked, pointing up to the top of the stairs, “because all those doors up there on the second floor were where those girls, in short, low-cut dresses hustling drinks, took men to screw and Miss Charity was the damned Madam of the house.”

      “I suppose I should have my mom talk with her about that,” Tucker said with an embarrassed grin.

      He took both their arms and led them out into the sunshine again. “At one end of the street is the courthouse and at the other end is the church/schoolhouse.” He pointed at each. “And in between, we have all manner of businesses. The Desert House Hotel, which we already have franchised along with the mercantile, the barbershop, and the livery where we have a guy who will be giving blacksmithing demos and making knives and other things he will sell in the storefront.”

      When they came to one building, Casey stopped. “Oh, I remember Miss Millie’s Dress Shoppe,” she said. “I loved her and her niece Patty.”

      “We’ve been looking for a seamstress to take this building,” Tucker said, “but nobody seems interested in putting up the money for the franchise fee or what it would take to get the building up to code.”

      “Explain this franchise fee you keep mentioning,” Casey said as Tucker unlocked the door to the dress shop and they went inside.

      “It’s like buying into Desert Home,” he explained. “The person is buying the right to say they are a Desert Home business owner and no different than buying a McDonald’s or Burger King franchise.”

      Tandy furrowed her brow. “Why not just flat out rent the buildings to people?”

      “Because franchisees must adhere to specific guidelines set up by the corporation like building design and the products sold,” Casey said. “You can’t sell fried bologna sandwiches at a Burger King—only their brand of burger.”

      “Oh,” Tandy said, “so a dressmaker at Miss Millie’s would only be able to sell what—dresses they showed on the show way back when?”

      Tucker rolled his eyes and smiled at Casey. “She would only be able to sell dresses that would have been worn in that time period. I think the show was set in 1875 or ‘76.”

      “Ah,” Casey sighed, “the lovely bustle period in our clothing history.”

      “What?” Tucker said with his brow furrowed.

      Tandy giggled. “Casey here is a historical clothing expert. She spent the last twenty years making and selling costumes at Renaissance and Medieval fairs.”

      “Really?” Tucker said with his eyes wide. “Have you ever done any cowboy period stuff?”

      Casey smiled. “I love the nineteenth century. The women’s clothes were so much fun with all the ribbons and lace.”

      “Do you think you could work with this?” he asked, motioning around the dusty building. “Come on and let me show you the rest of the place. The living quarters are back here.”

      “Living quarters?” Casey said.

      “Franchisees are expected to live on-site during the tourist season,” he said as he opened a curtain to expose a small kitchen, a space with a long trestle table Casey could see as a wonderful cutting table, and an area meant as a sitting room with a broken down settee and dusty side tables. Tucker opened a door to reveal a porch, and Casey could see the road leading into Desert Home. “Here is the bedroom,” he said. The women peeked into a small dark room that probably wouldn’t hold much more than a full-size bed and dresser.

      “So,” Casey asked, “how much is this franchise fee, and what would be expected of me as a franchisee?”

      “Are you seriously considering this, Casey?” Tandy asked with her eyes wide.

      Casey shrugged. “I gotta do something with my life now that I’m single again and out of the Medieval game now.” Her soon to be ex-husband had sold all her stock along with the booth a year ago without discussing it with her first. It was one of the main reasons he was her soon to be ex-husband.

      “Well,” Tucker said hesitantly, “the fee is seventy-five thousand dollars, and you have to agree to bring the buildings back to what they were in the show.”

      Tandy gasped. “Damn, Tucker, you don’t want much, do you?”

      “Hey,” he exclaimed, “franchisees at Burger King and all those places have to pay for building their stores to the company’s design.”

      Casey went to inspect a piece of the dusty, peeling wallpaper. “I suppose that makes sense. How much do you think I’d be looking at to accomplish that?”

      “You’d need to meet with Frank,” Tucker said. “He’s our in-house contractor who’s taking care of getting Desert Home back into its original state.” He smiled at Casey. “I can set that up for you if you want before you make a decision.”

      Casey nodded her head. “That would probably be a good idea. I should know what I’m getting into here.”

      Tandy went to a set of stairs and craned her head to look up. “Where do these go?”

      “It’s a small bedroom or probably more practical as a storage area.” Tucker mounted the creaky stairs, and the women followed him up. He opened the door and flipped on a light.

      Casey gasped at the webs and spiders in the small, dark space. “I’m not going in there until there’s been an exterminator here.” She turned and ran back down the stairs.

      “She’s the original arachnophobe,” Casey heard Tandy telling Tucker and laughing.

      “I’ll call and have Terminix out here tomorrow if you’re serious about the franchise, Miss Miller,” Tucker said when they came back down the stairs. “Would you happen to have any examples of your work you could show me?”

      “All my stuff is still in storage back in Santa Clarita,” Casey said.

      Tandy took out her phone. “I got you covered, girl.” She began bringing up photos to show to Tucker. She turned to Casey. “Do you have anything on your phone like pictures of your booth and how people filled it up as soon as you opened the damned thing every day?”

      Casey took out her phone and brought up photos to share with Tandy and Tucker. “This is all Medieval stuff,” she said apologetically, “but I think I have one of myself in a Steampunk outfit I made to wear to a function a year or so ago.”

      Casey found the photo of herself in the teel-and-white striped outfit made up of a bodice with mutton sleeves and a flounced skirt of the same fabric over a solid teel poplin underskirt. The bodice fastened with white frogs, and she’d topped it off with a white felt bowler hat decked out with peacock and ostrich feathers, white lace gloves, and white lace-up granny boots. “Here it is,” she said and handed the phone to Tucker with Tandy crowding in close to have a look.

      “How did I never see that work of art?” Tandy asked.

      “It was a one-time thing,” she said with a shrug. “Some of my medieval friends were getting into Steampunk and invited me to one of their dinners at the Old Spaghetti Factory.”

      Tucker smiled. “I think you’ll make a fine fit here at Miss Millie’s, Casey.”

      “Well, let me think about it while you get rid of those harbingers of death in the room upstairs,” Casey said with a grin.
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