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In memory of Mrs. Sue Smith Liner, who during 33 years of dedicated service at Orange High School in Hillsborough, NC touched so many lives, mine among them.
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NORTHWESTERN CALIFORNIA

April 1879

Draped in black mourning clothes, Lilly Warren sat on the old oak rocker on the front porch. Beside her on an upside-down barrel was her untouched tumbler of lemonade. A weariness reserved for those well beyond her twenty-four years of age gripped her soul like a spider holding its prey.

The bounty of spring's first blush lay before her. The green branches of pines and oaks shaded the house from the sun, and the blooms of golden poppies, violas, and verbena filled the landscape with color and life. Yet on the inside, she wilted.

"Lilly, you must eat or drink something. Your pa would want you to."

She turned to face Prudence, who stepped out of the house. The way her best friend's face appeared lined with concern told her much. "I'm not inclined, Pru."

Prudence folded her arms across her chest. "Three days have gone by since we buried your pa. You can't go on this way, without nourishment." Brushing her hands over her plain brown day skirt, she sat at Lilly's feet. "Besides, the lawyer will be here any minute. Do you want him to see you in such distress, and wearing that sour puss?"

Lilly felt a smile play over her face for a moment. She sighed. "I know you're trying to cheer me, Pru. I just can't believe Pa is... gone."

Her friend looked wistful. "I shall miss Mr. Warren. He was a good man." Eyes wide and damp with emotion, she continued, "And I know he would want happiness for his only child."

"I only wish we had known his ague was really the influenza." She swept away a tear falling down her cheek. 

Ever the optimist, Prudence patted her leg. "Time to acknowledge the corn. You just inherited twenty-six acres of the most fertile California land there is."

"That may be so, but there is only one of me." She let her head fall back against the rocker. She knew little to nothing about the finer points of the farm's operations. "Who will help me plant the fields, care for the animals, bring in the harvest?" 

"I will do whatever I can to help, Lilly. And I am sure you can hire a hand or two in town."

The sound of creaking wheels caught their attention. Lilly eyed the approaching carriage. "I suppose that is Pa's lawyer now."

The covered vehicle, drawn by two horses, pulled to a stop in front of the farmhouse. The driver hopped down from the seat and opened the door. A well-dressed Englishman of about forty exited the carriage, leather satchel in hand.

"Miss Warren?" The Englishman stood at the foot of the porch steps.

"Yes. You must be Mr. Peters."

"I am. Pleased to meet you, miss. And may I offer my sympathies on your father’s passing." He tipped his black bowler hat.

She nodded. "Thank you, sir. Please, sit." She gestured to the empty rocker on the other side of her barrel table. "This is my friend, Prudence."

Prudence smiled. "Hello, sir."

Tipping his hat again, Mr. Peters took his seat. "I'm here to inform you of the details of your father's will." He opened his satchel, shuffling through leaflets of paper until he came to the one he wanted. "Mr. Warren has stipulated ownership of the Warren land belongs to you... and a third party, jointly."

Eyes wide, Lilly sprang up in her rocker. "Who is this third party?"

"His name is Ricardo Benigno, and he is the captain of a shipping vessel. As I understand it, he is also the son of your father's good friend and business partner, Diego."

Her memories of the elder Benigno were vague at best. She could recall him a few times as a child when her father would come back from a shipping expedition. But she had no recollection of meeting this Ricardo person. "Pa expected me to share the land with a complete stranger?"

Mr. Peters nodded. "That is what his will demands, I'm afraid."

Good Lord. She had no idea what to think. Her pa probably thought this was the best way to ensure her comfort and safety but knowing that did nothing to relieve her apprehension. He'd raised her to take care of her own needs and find her own way in this world. How could he expect her to meekly go into an arranged marriage? Her limited experience with men left her feeling very anxious about partnering with a strange fellow, a foreigner no less.

The pounding of hoof beats jarred her back to reality. Prudence stood, pointing out toward the fields. With a sly look on her face, she announced, "Looks as if someone else is coming to call on you, Lilly."
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A BLACK STALLION ADVANCED across Lilly’s land at a gallop. As the beast neared the house, the rider pulled back on the reigns. His Spanish commands to the animal echoed in the silence.

Mouth aloft, Lilly stared at the handsome man seated on the majestic beast. Initially, she wondered whether rider or mount was more magnificent. As she took in the man's golden face, holding full lips and a pair of black eyes sparkling with mischief, she knew the answer to that riddle. 

Long waves of shiny black hair grazed his well-muscled shoulders, bulging beneath a white, fancy collared shirt. His thick legs were encased in form fitting black riding pants capped with low heeled black leather boots.

"Hola." He slipped from the horse's back with an air of grace and confidence. He ascended the steps and knelt before Prudence. "I am Captain Ricardo Benigno, and I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Señorita."

Prudence giggled like a schoolgirl with a new doll. "Likewise, Captain. But I think it is Lilly you want." She stepped aside.

Lilly's heart pounded in her ears as the gallant Spaniard knelt at her feet. "Ah, yes. You are the daughter of my good friend. Pardon me, Señorita Warren," he murmured in his Spanish inflected speech. "I am at your service." He captured her trembling hand in his, raised it to his mustached lips, and kissed it.

When she found her voice, she stammered, "Nice to meet you, Captain."

"Please, call me Ricardo."

She nodded, but not trusting herself to form an intelligent reply, she kept silent.

"I do not mean to disturb you, but I am here to pay a visit to Señor Warren." He looked around, as if expecting him to appear any moment. "I was hoping I could convince him to train my ship's new carpenter. Is he available?"

Prudence immediately fell to the porch floor, looking at a loss for words.

Lilly's breath caught in her chest like a snared animal in a trap. Apparently, he was unaware of her father's death. How could she break such distressing news to a man she had only just met? Were it not for the chair supporting her, she would have swooned. 

Mr. Peters stepped up. "I'm Maxwell Peters, Mr. Warren's lawyer. I am sorry to inform you that he passed away about a fortnight ago."

Ricardo’s face fell, the handsome smile replaced by a wistful look. "I am sorry for your loss, Señorita. Señor Warren was a fine man, sailor, and craftsman. I only wish I had the occasion of docking in San Francisco sooner, so I might have seen him one last time."

Lilly grabbed her tumbler of lemonade and took a long drink, lest she faint dead away. Suddenly, the rising heat of spring seemed more stifling than ever. She tugged at the collar of her black shirtwaist, wishing she could loosen a button or two. Being in mixed company made that impossible, so she dabbed at her neck with her handkerchief to catch the perspiration forming there. She did not need a shock like this to cope with on top of her father's demise.

While she pondered her increasingly complicated situation, Prudence batted her eyes at him. "What brings you to California, Captain?"

He ran a hand through his dark, lustrous hair. "I was delivering a quantity of perfumes and spices to the markets in San Francisco. I thought I would call on Senor Warren while I was here. I have not seen him in quite a few years."

Mr. Peters launched into a speech. "Well, in a way, it is fortunate that you decided to visit, because you are named in Mr. Warren's will."

His eyes widened with surprise. "Truly? I always looked up to Senor Warren, and I'm touched that he thought of me." He stroked his chin, as if thinking. "What are the terms of the will?"

Lilly groaned inwardly. Addressing this now, when they had only just met, seemed ill advised. But if the lawyer insisted, what choice did she have?

"It grants you the rights to this twenty-six-acre plot," Mr. Peters answered. "With a stipulation that you wed his daughter."

Sure, she’d heard wrong, she massaged her aching temple.

This couldn’t be happening. Her heart raced, and her stomach felt as if it were filled with lead.

The captain looked thoughtful for a moment, then smiled broadly. "Then I will do it."

She gazed into his coal colored eyes, found them twinkling with some unidentifiable gleam. If he found some humor in this situation, she failed to see it. "What?"

"Do not worry, Bella. I will treat you well." Ricardo stood, bowed. "And I will protect you and our property from all who threaten it."

She was so stunned, she thought her eyeballs might pop out of her head. "I don't know who is crazier, you, for agreeing to marry a woman you just met, or my father, for arranging this travesty in the first place!"

He shrugged. "You are beautiful, and I can sense your sass and fire. I have grown tired of life at sea, so why not?"

Amazed at his nonchalant approach to this lifetime commitment, Lilly drew in a deep breath. She sensed there was a reason he claimed to be tired of sailing, something he would be hard pressed to reveal. Now, though, his reasons for accepting her as his wife were less important than what lay ahead for her. Anger and frustration coursed through her so strongly she feared her blood boiled. Wiping her sweat dampened palms on the front of her skirt, she turned a hopeful gaze on Mr. Peters. “Is there any clause that allows me to shirk this union, and still remain on the land?

The solemn faced lawyer shook his head. “I'm afraid not, Ms. Warren. If you don't wed the captain within two months of your father's passing, you'll lose your claim to the land.”

A bitter chuckle escaped her throat. “Well, isn't this a fine fix.” Her father's meddling from beyond the grave, while well intentioned, had her mad as a March hare. How could he have done such a thing? She could feel the tears stinging the corners of her eyes, but she refused to shed them, lest she look like a pouting child in front of her company. She was a woman full grown, so she'd do what was necessary to preserve the family lands.

Her knowledge about running the farm was limited at best, since she had only assisted her father in a few of the many tasks required.  Also, she did need someone to help work the land, and no one else had offered their services. What choice did she have? She looked to Prudence, who seemed somewhat recovered from her shock. "Well, Pru, I suppose we've a wedding to prepare for." Swinging a cool gaze toward the gorgeous, dark haired man who would be her husband, she announced, “This will be a marriage in name only, Captain.”

He met the challenge in her eyes easily. “As you wish, Senorita.” He captured her hand again and brought it to his lips. “But be aware, I will court you.”

The contact of his warm lips against her trembling hand was brief, but still left her far more affected than she cared to admit. Vowing to ignore the riotous sensations he invoked, she nodded, but said no more.
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AS NIGHT FELL, RICARDO stood in the parlor window of the modest farmhouse and looked out over the land that would soon be his. Twenty-six acres of fertile land, as well as a passel of livestock would soon become his livelihood and responsibility.

The most important responsibility he would gain, though, was a lovely, but reluctant bride. He turned away from the window, his gaze landing on Lilly. She sat at the kitchen's table, reading an edition of Harper's Weekly by lamplight.

Even the rising shadows of twilight did nothing to diminish her beauty. Her honey brown skin and deep tawny eyes called to him, tugging at his very soul like the siren's song. The long, thick locks of her dark hair, bound in a knot low on her head, beckoned to his fingertips. And her shapely hips and ample bosom, beneath the mourning weeds she still wore, were prizes he hoped to soon claim.

When he'd last corresponded with Senor Warren, the elder man had spoken highly of his lovely daughter. Thinking the old man's words were merely the crowing of a proud father, he'd never have imagined she'd possess such dark, exotic beauty. If she ever succumbed to his wooing, the farmer's daughter would be the boon of a lifetime. Part of him wondered if he'd been too quick to accept the terms of the will. But as a man of his word, he could not very well back out now.

As if she sensed his scrutiny, she glanced up and connected with his watching eyes. "Captain, do you require a beverage, or perhaps another serving of food?"

"No, Bella." The hearty stew and fluffy biscuits she'd served him would sustain him well into the next day.

"Then why do you regard me so?"

"I apologize." He crossed the room, his boots sounding against the well-scrubbed wooden floor, until he joined her at the table. "I was merely admiring your beauty."

In the lamplight, he saw a blush of redness fill her cheeks, and she smiled halfheartedly. "Your words are very kind, Captain. While I have been referred to by many terms, 'beautiful' is not among them."

"Are the men in this country blind, or simply of low intelligence?" He occupied the chair next to her. "I can't imagine no one has ever told you how lovely you are."

"Well, my Pa, but he's supposed to say that."

"Regardless of what you have been called, you should know that you are as beautiful as a sunset at sea, Señorita." Unable to stop himself, he reached out, tracing his fingertip along the smooth curve of her jaw. 

She shivered, moved away from him.

"Forgive me. I did not mean to make you uncomfortable."

She drew a shaky breath. "So, tell me about yourself, Captain."

He chuckled inwardly. If she needed to change the subject, he'd oblige her. "Let's see. I am thirty years old. I am from Barcelona, and my family is in the business of shipping spices and perfumes, mostly saffron, from Spain to the world at large."

"So, what's the name of your ship?"

"I dubbed my vessel the Anna Juanita, after my dear mother." He paused as a thought entered his mind. "What happened to your mother, if you don't mind my asking?"

She hesitated. "My mother, Maria, was Portuguese. Pa met her on one of his shipping excursions with your father. She fell off a horse when I was still a young child." She gazed out into the growing darkness of the night, as if remembering something. "My father referred to her as 'his little pistol'. She was feisty, outspoken, and had a true zest for life.”

Sensing the pain in her voice, he touched her hand. "I'm sorry. I hope I haven't caused you distress." He slid his hand up her arm, found the bundle of hair at her nape. "I would love to see your hair unbound..."

Her hand grasped his, pulled it away from her neck. "That's not proper, Captain."

A wicked smile turned up the corner of his lips. "Now that you mention it, I've some other improper intentions for you, Bella..."

She dropped her eyes back to her reading. "In that case, I'll have to ask you to take a room elsewhere. There's a boardinghouse in town."

He smiled, amused by her trepidation. "I understand your position, Señorita. But, to protect my interests, I must remain on the land. I will simply sleep in the barn."

She nodded. "I thank you for that, Captain.”

"Please, call me Ricardo."

"Ricardo."

His name on her lips sounded as sweet as the song of the sea. In a day or two, he'd fetch his belongings from the ship, and enjoy teasing his second mate, Antonio. He couldn't resist boasting about the bronze beauty who would soon grace his arm and his bed. "Good night, Señorita."

She didn't look up. "Good night."

He left the house through the back door. Outside under the moonlight, he gathered a few things from the pack he'd secured to his stallion's saddle, then retired to the barn.

Lying on a heap of hay, Ricardo mused on his good fortune. The shipping of spices and goods from his homeland had been lucrative for him. For years, he'd sold his wares throughout the civilized parts of the world. With the aid of Antonio, his faithful first mate, and his motley crew of Spanish sailors, he'd traveled the endless blue oceans and beheld some of the most breathtaking sights a man could hope to lay eyes on. The sun rising over the vineyards in France and setting over the Coliseum in Greece. The bright colored costumes of islanders welcoming him and his crew ashore. 

As of late, the sea had been an especially hard mistress. Ever since the serious bout of the ague had stricken him several months ago, he found himself unable to tolerate being on the Anna Juanita. Even though the ague had eventually lifted, the vertigo that came with it remained. The churning of the sea and the rise and fall of the boat sent him reeling, and despite his best efforts, he could not right himself. Many times, his crew had watched him toppling over at the slightest dip or sway of the ship, and they enjoyed many a hearty laugh at his expense. Only his first mate, Antonio, and the ship's cook, Martin, had remained loyal, demanding respect for him despite his malady.

But now, if he could maintain the Warren farm, he would have a chance to do as a man was expected: excel at his work. Farming would likely involve a great deal of grueling labor, but as long as he stood on solid ground, he could handle it. The men in his crew lost respect for him when they saw his weakness, thus he vowed to never reveal it to Lilly. She needed to be secure in the knowledge that her husband would be a good provider. 

Marrying and remaining on the farm meant settling down and giving up his beloved sea, but he saw no alternative. Besides, the lure of the lovely bride he would take on sweetened the pot.

Eyes closed, he sank into the hay, and visions of Lilly's face filling his mind.
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THE DOOR CHIME SOUNDED as Lilly entered the Ridgeway Mercantile, her purse in hand. As soon as her foot struck the sawdust floor, every set of eyes in the establishment turned on her. She waved, acknowledging the smiles and greetings of her neighbors. Noting the intense scrutiny, she brushed the journey's trail dust off the bodice of her sapphire traveling costume, which was a fashionable design she and Prudence had sewn. Adjusting the small flowered hat, she wore, she made her way past the stack sacks of flour and millet, shelves loaded with candles, soaps, and other goods, and approached the counter.

"Good Morning, Doris. Have you received any new shipments of fabric?"

The clerk nodded, a knowing look in her eyes. "I supposed you'll be wanting white satin?"

Lilly covered her mouth to stifle her gasp and leaned forward. Dropping her voice to a whisper, she asked, "How do you know?"

The clerk chuckled. "It's all over town. What else is there to do in a place like Ridgeway besides gossip?"

She placed a hand to her forehead. "Well, dash it all." Dealing with the initial shock of her upcoming marriage would have been enough for her. Now she'd have to deal with the whispering and speculation of the whole town.

"Don't worry," the clerk continued. "Most folks are real pleased you're marrying. You'll need the help to keep the farm running."

An awful thought occurred to her. "When you say everybody knows, you don't mean—"

The door chime sounded again, cutting her off.

"Well, well. I hear you're marrying some dirty Spaniard sea dog."

Recognizing the voice, she groaned. Turning toward the door, she was met with the angry eyes and hanging jowls of Ezekiel Martindale. As always, he sported an expensive suit. His big belly leaked from beneath his fancy jacket and checkered vest, spilling over his pants like water over the falls. The bald top of his head, surrounded by a ring of his graying, once brown hair, shone in the sunlight.

Sighing inwardly, she decided to take the path of politeness. "Good morning, Mr. Martindale."

He closed the distance between them. "Why don't you call me Zeke? All my friends do." 

His hot, rancid breath soured her stomach something fierce. "I've been raised to be formal with my elders, Mr. Martindale." She tried, with little success, to hide her disdain for the corpulent, rude man.

He scoffed. "When will you come to your senses, gal? Your Pa may have owned that land, but you’re still just a half breed. You'd be better off accepting my offer than hitching your wagon to some Spanish sailor, further diluting your African blood."

Being reminded of his offers to marry her increased the turning in the pit of her stomach. Martindale had known her since she was a child, but that didn't stop him from pursuing her as soon as she reached the age of seventeen. She would sooner go to the grave a spinster than spend her days with such a disgusting creature. "While I appreciate your concern for me, I must decline your proposal again."

The clerk chuckled, and Ezekiel puffed up his chest. He banged his large fist on the counter. His round face reddened with anger. "You'll regret this, gal."

He spun and stormed out. The wooden door slammed in his wake, striking the frame with a loud clap.

Lilly shook her head. "He must think I'm a fool. He doesn't care about me. He's only after my Pa's land." Even if he did care for her, it wouldn't matter because she found the man completely repulsive.

“Been snatching up land ever since he came here during Mr. Lincoln's war.” The clerk nodded her agreement. "Anyone with good sense knows that. It's about the last passel of land in the area he doesn't own. So, how much fabric do you need?"

She pulled out the folded Godey's Ladies pattern she'd chosen from her purse. "About six yards."

"You'll make a lovely bride. Let me fetch the fabric for you."

Within a few minutes, Lilly left the mercantile with the wrapped bundle of fabric and a few notions. Climbing onto her waiting buggy, she placed the parcel on the seat next to her and took the reins. Urging her horse forward, she drove down the packed dirt road toward her farm.

On the other side of the street, Ezekiel Martindale stood on the plank walk, watching her drive away, his eyes filled with venom.

She made a show of ignoring him and continued home.
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THE NEXT DAY, PRUDENCE showed up at the house bright and early to assist Lilly with the sewing of her wedding dress. The two women sat around the kitchen table, cut pieces of fabric and pattern paper strewn on the table's surface.

Lilly touched the tip of a piece of white thread to her lips to wet it, then maneuvered it into the eye of one of her sharps needles. "I never expected that I'd be working on my own wedding dress." She tied off the end of the thread, sighed. "Especially not without Pa."

Her friend, attaching lace to the end of one of the long sleeves, shook her head. "I know, Lilly. But my daddy will be happy to give you away."

"That's not it. I just didn't expect I'd ever get married."

Prudence looked at her as if she'd turned into a horse. "What did you expect to do with yourself, then?"

She shrugged. "I just wanted to run my seamstress shop out of the house, like I planned to do, and have a few farm hands to help me take care of the farm."

"So, no husband, no children, none of that?"

"No. I want a peaceful life."

"Honey, running a farm and a dress shop all by yourself wasn't gone give you no kind of peaceful life." She finished the first sleeve and picked up the eyelet lace to attach to the second. "After watching my mama and daddy all these years, I think there's a special peace found in the arms of someone you truly love."

Lilly botched a stitch. Tugging it out and redoing it, she countered, "I don't love the Captain. For goodness sake, we only met a couple of days ago."

"He's a handsome man, and he seems real nice. I think you ought to count your blessings and try to make this marriage pleasant." Prudence slip-stitched the end of the lace into place. "I'm jealous, myself. No good-looking sailors have set their cap after me lately."

Despite her frazzled nerves, Lilly chuckled. Pru could always be counted on to make her laugh. "Remember that Easter Sunday when we were about eight?"

"Do I ever. That nasty William Jenkins threw your eggs in the pond, so we waited until he was in the privy and tipped it over." Pru’s eyes filled with mirth as she recalled that day. "I can still see him, rolling around in the grass, crying like a big ole baby!" 

Both women erupted into peals of laughter, until Lilly found herself wiping the tears from her eyes. "Thanks, Pru. I needed that laugh."

"Nobody was laughing when your mama got a hold of you, though. She gave you such a look I thought for sure she'd kill you."

Lilly could easily recall the cutting eyes of her very upset mother. "She gave me such a lecture, I almost wished she had, it would have been less painful." 

Thinking of her mother brought back memories of her singing lullabies in Portuguese, of her delicious spicy stews, and her understanding ways. Lilly missed her fiercely but tried to push the sadness away.

The top of the dress was beginning to come together, with each of them working on a sleeve. Prudence declared, "Once we finish the bodice, we'll attach the skirt, and finish the embroidery on the bodice. I suppose we can finish it within the next few days."

Taking in the garment, Lilly knew that when it was finished, it would be a lovely dress. She only wished her parents could be there to see her wearing it. A fat tear spilled down her cheek, and she used the back of her hand to quickly dash it away.

Prudence lay a gentle hand on her shoulder. "I know you're missing your folks now, but I've got a little surprise for you that I think might make you feel better."

Dabbing at her eyes, she looked up. "What is it, Pru?"

Prudence gestured toward the front window. "Not what, Lilly. Who."

Looking out the window, Lilly could see a buggy driving to the house. The female driver was hard to make out, until she drew closer to her vantage point. The lady wore a fashionable dove gray traveling costume with a matching hat and guided the two-horse team with surety.

The smiling face of her father's older sister was a welcome sight for Lilly. "Aunt Phyllis!"

Both she and Prudence ran out onto the front porch. Phyllis parked her buggy, set the hand brake, and stepped down. "Lilly, baby, how are you?"

She wrapped her aunt in a tight hug. "Oh, Aunt Phyllis, I'm so glad to see you! I thought you were still in New York with those suffering women."

Aunt Phyllis chuckled, patted her pillbox hat. "Suffragettes, dear. We're working to win the vote. I left as soon as I got the wire telling me of Leonard's passing." She stroked her face. "I'm so sorry I didn't make it in time for the service, but I'm here now."

"It's all right, Aunt Phyllis. I know the cross-country journey must be a tedious one. How in the world did Prudence know you were coming?"

"I got into town late last evening and set up at the boardinghouse. Prudence was leaving the mercantile, and she agreed to keep my secret, so I could surprise you."

Lilly eyed her friend. "You sly fox. I'll tan your hide later. Right now, come on in the house, Aunt Phyllis."

The three women entered the house, and Lilly and Phyllis reclined on the settee while Prudence occupied the matching armchair.

"So," Phyllis began, "Prudence says you have some very big news to share with me." She trained curious eyes on her niece and waited.

Cutting her eyes at her friend, Lilly nodded. "Well, it turns out Pa willed me more than this land. It also assigned me a husband."

Phyllis' eyes grew as large as saucers. "Husband! What in Sam Hill...?"

"I'm getting married. Even from the grave, Pa has managed to choose a suitor for me." She shook her head ruefully. 

Her aunt's bottom jaw dropped. "Good grief. You're getting married?"

She nodded.

Prudence piped up. "Oh, and Ms. Warren, he's a Spanish sea captain, and right handsome if you ask me."

Phyllis smiled. "So, he went through with it, then. Your Pa told me about this years ago."

Lilly's interest was piqued. "Do tell, Aunt."

"Back in '61, when you were still a girl, I stayed here with your mama to help care for you while your father was out to sea on a shipping voyage. When he returned, he told me he'd met Diego's son, and that he had his eye on him."

She didn't know whether to be angry or touched. Her father had been thinking about her getting married when she was only six! Knowing him, though, it all stemmed from his desire to make sure she would be cared for. She supposed he'd wanted her to have it all: the ability to take care of herself, and a man in her life. "I can't believe Pa was thinking so far ahead."

Phyllis patted her shoulder. "Leonard was a good man. He would have done anything to secure your future, dear. And now that I'm here, I'll be of service in any way I can."

"I'm glad to hear it, because we still have to finish my wedding dress. The ceremony is in two days’ time." She gestured to the pieces of the white satin garment on the kitchen table.

"I'll help you get it finished. I know you'll make a lovely bride. Speaking of which, when do I get to meet this captain of yours?"

"He's gone down to the dock to retrieve some belongings from his ship. He said he would return before sunset." Lilly stood, wringing her hands. "I must admit, Aunt Phyllis, the captain is very...overwhelming."

Phyllis exchanged a knowing look with Prudence. "Don't worry, dear, all the things you're fretting over will happen naturally."

Scandalized, she gasped. Surely her aunt didn't mean..."Aunt Phyllis! I can't lie with the captain. I barely know him!"

Her aunt grinned. "I know that. Don't rush yourself, child. But don't shut the door on marital relations. In time, you'll see the benefit of what I'm saying."

Prudence giggled. "I can already see the benefit, and I haven't known the captain any longer than Lilly." Her eyes took on a wicked glimmer. "He's quite a man."

"Behave yourself, young lady." Phyllis removed her jacket and hat, placing them on the settee. "Let's get to work. That dress isn't gonna make itself."

"Aunt Phyllis, will you stay here at the house? I don't want to be alone with the captain."

"Has he treated you badly? Does he frighten you?"

"No, but...I don't know anything about men."

"Trust me, it’s better if you get used to being alone with him." Phyllis ambled over to the table and took a seat. "So, when we've finished with this, I'm going back to the boardinghouse for the evening."

Lilly wondered what in the world she was supposed to do with the captain. That made her think about the wedding night. Would he expect her to...? 
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RICARDO PERUSED IN his chamber aboard the Anna Juanita, being sure to gather all his needed possessions into his carpet bag. The ebb of the water rocked the Anna Juanita gently as it sat docked at the pier. His back pressed against the cabin wall near his bed, he breathed deeply. Doing his best to focus on maintaining his balance, he sat down on his feather mattress. Beyond his closed door, he could hear the voices of his crew as they sang a rousing sea chanty.

A sudden pounding on the door startled him, and he dropped the pair of trousers he was holding. "Who's there?"

"It's Antonio. Open up, Captain!"

"It's not locked."

The heavy wooden door swung on its hinges, and in stepped the bald, burly Spaniard. "What are you about, Captain?"

Ricardo smiled. "I am packing my things to take them to my farm."

"It's not yours yet, is it?"

"No, but it will be in two days’ time."

Antonio folded his arms across his wide chest. "What will happen then?"

He'd been waiting for a chance to share the news, and this was the first quiet moment they'd had. "I'm marrying the daughter of Senor Warren."

"Is she easy on the eyes?"

"I assure you, she is a great beauty. She bears the blood of Africa and Portugal, and she has waves of dark hair and the most lovely, shapely figure."

The flash of jealousy filled Antonio's eyes. "I see. I suppose you will be leaving us, then."

He'd tried not to think about the fact that he was giving up his exciting life at sea, but now he had to face it. "Yes. I've a responsibility... I'm fulfilling the last wish of a very good man. You will take over the Anna Juanita as captain in my absence."

Antonio looked thoughtful for a moment, then a big grin filled his bearded face. "A frolic...we've got to have a frolic!"

Ricardo held his hands out in front of him, fending off the idea. "Now, Antonio. I don't know if that's such a good plan."

"O'Course it is! You'll be leaving us soon, and we have to celebrate your last days of freedom." He chuckled. "And my impending assumption of command of this vessel!"

The more he thought about it, the more it seemed logical. "All right, then. But I don't want too much commotion."

By the time the words left his lips, Antonio was already gone, and a cacophony of shouting and cheering could be heard reverberating through the ship. Turning to the porthole, he could see the sun journeying west, and remembered his promise to Lilly to return before sunset. Tossing the last of his things into the two bags he'd brought, he grabbed them and burst out onto the ship's deck.

Gathered around the center mast was the entire contingent of his twenty-member crew, cheering boisterously. He smiled and nodded, acknowledging them while doing his level best to steady himself. He thanked the heavens that the ship was docked, and the water was somewhat calm. "I must journey back to the farm. Lilly is expecting me," he called out.

"Aw, she's got a yoke about your neck already!" called a voice in the group. Laughter filled the air. Ricardo felt irritation rising in his gut. It was high time he left the vessel, for his crew no longer saw him as their leader.

"Buenos noches, amigos," he called, and he walked down the ramp that led to the pier. Once on land again, he attached the two bags to the saddle of his rented stallion. Without looking back at the rowdy bunch, he called a crew, he spurred the horse on, leaving them and their taunts behind.

When he arrived back at the farmhouse, he stabled his horse and went inside via the back door. As soon as he entered, three sets of female eyes landed on him. Two of them belonged to Lilly and Prudence, but the third belonged to an older, regal woman he didn't recognize. He assumed her to be a relative of Lilly's, because they shared the same rounded chin and wide set eyes. "Hello, ladies."

"Captain, this is my Aunt Phyllis. She arrived in town yesterday." Lilly gestured to the unfamiliar woman.

He approached her, kissed her hand. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Señora Warren."

Phyllis looked impressed. "Likewise, Captain. I can already see why my brother took such a liking to you."

He smiled. Did he sense a bit of flirting in her tone? "Thank you."

She rose from the table. "Prudence, would you see me back to the boardinghouse? I think it's time we left these two to get to know each other."

The giggling Prudence nodded, and she and Phyllis excused themselves.

After they'd gone, Lilly addressed him without meeting his gaze. "I fixed supper. There's ham, green beans, and biscuits."

He recalled the heavenly texture and flavor of her biscuits from last night's dinner. She was quite the cook. If only her demeanor were as enjoyable. "I am ready to eat whenever you are."

"I waited for you to return, because it's the proper thing to do."

He shook his head. Her tone was still so distant. He wondered if he'd ever break through the icy exterior of his intended.

She gestured for him to sit, then placed a plate and a tumbler of lemonade in front of him. Once she'd served herself, she joined him at the table.

"You seem quite young to be captain of a vessel," she offered, taking a bite of the succulent meat. "The few I met when I was young were much older. How did you come to be in command of the Anna Juanita?"

He smiled. At least she was attempting to make conversation. "My older brother, Hernando, was originally the captain. The ship ran aground last year, and he was thrown overboard and into the rocky waters below." He could still see his brother, being carried onshore by the crew, bloodied and broken. "He survived, but his injuries prevented him from returning to command. Being my father's only remaining son, I was given dominion over the vessel."

She looked thoughtful. "You say that as if you did not wish to take over."

"I did, but I knew I could never live up to Hernando in my father's eyes." He stopped himself, lest he reveal more. How had she become so adept at getting him to tell her his life's story?

Perhaps the secret lay in her cooking. Again, her food proved flavorful and well-seasoned. As he savored the offerings she'd prepared, he couldn't help stealing glances at her. 

"Even so, you did the honorable thing, by taking over in your brother's stead."

He blinked in surprise. Looking across at her, he saw a ghost of a smile cross her face.

After the remark, she lapsed into silence. It seemed he'd finally been able to impress her. He thought she appeared a bit more comfortable with him than she had at their last meal, and that pleased him.

She sat across from him, nibbling at her food in a dainty fashion. Even with the serious look she wore, she remained a vision of loveliness. He wanted nothing more than to slip the pins from her bound hair and rake his fingers through its dark richness, to kiss her mouth and draw groans of surrender from her. But with the expression she wore, he wondered if that would ever be possible.

She looked up from her plate, caught him staring. "What is it?"

I'm wondering how I can get you to give me a chance. "Nothing."

Torchlight and the thundering of hooves broke the silence of the rising night.

Lilly dashed to the front window, with Ricardo close behind. "What in all creation..."

Outside, a conglomeration of buggies and men on horses descended upon the farmhouse. He placed a hand to his temple, cursing inwardly. He grasped her shoulders. "Stay inside. I'll take care of this."
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WITH WORRY IN HER EYES, Lilly nodded, and Ricardo opened the front door. The chill of the early spring night met him as he stepped out onto the porch. In the torchlight, he could see many familiar faces, the first of which belonged to Antonio. 

Ricardo approached his second mate, seated on a buggy. "What are you all doing here?"

Antonio smiled in the flickering light. "I told you we were gonna have a frolic, Captain!" In response to his declaration, torches and voices were raised against the darkened sky.

"This is not a good time. Lilly and I were just finishing dinner."

Without warning, strong hands grabbed him, lifting him onto the buggy seat next to his second mate. "We aren't here to disturb your intended. We'll take our revelry to the barn, eh?"

Before Ricardo could formulate a response, the buggy was in motion. He supposed at this point, the best thing to do would be to humor his friends and let them make a fuss over him. They'd been out to sea for four months on their journey to California, so they were likely in desperate need of some relaxation.

Shortly, they left the vehicles and horses in the field and went into the barn. Once all the lamps were lit, one of the crewmen took a seat on a bale of hay, producing a fiddle from his cowhide bag. His lively tunes soon filled the air with a sense of merriment. 

While enjoying the music, Ricardo took notice of several casks of wine being rolled into the barn. Knowing how rowdy his crew could be when they imbibed, he frowned. "Come now, gentlemen."

Antonio slapped him on the back. "Oh, we'll put a brick in your hat yet, Captain!"

Behind the men rolling the barrels of wine came two scantily clad women, their painted faces plastered with smiles. One was fair, with ringlets of bond curls surrounding her youthful face. The other was older, darker, and more exotic, with rich brown hair falling well past her waist. Both wore similar, garish red dresses, their bosoms spilling forth from the low-cut bodices.

Antonio thrust a filled glass into his hand, and Ricardo downed it in one swallow. The wine tasted white, crisp and tart.

Feeling more in the spirit of things, he raised his hands to the two women. "Ladies, I'm the man of the hour. I believe it's me you're seeking."

With smiles and mischievous eyes, they approached him. 

"I heard you're a captain," the brunette breathed into his ear, wrapping her arms around his neck. "I'd love to take a sea voyage."

"So would I." The blond echoed her sentiment, and the two women curled themselves around his body like smoke rising from a campfire.

"Oh, Señoritas, how lovely that would be. But alas, I am about to be married."

The blond scoffed. "We know. We heard about your farmer's daughter."

"I bet she doesn't know a thing about pleasing a handsome man like you," cooed the brunette. "Let us take care of you."

Somewhere behind him, a second filled glass was handed to him, and he downed the wine quickly. Through his slightly hooded eyes, he enjoyed the sights and smells of the two willing wenches wound about him.

Until he glanced at the barn doorway.

There, framed by the darkness, stood Lilly. 

How long had she been standing there? Long enough, because she appeared so distraught.

Her tawny eyes were wet, red rimmed, and filled with such pain Ricardo was rendered speechless. All he could do was watch as she shook her head, backed away, and ran from the barn, sobbing.

In the following moments, when he regained his senses, he extricated himself from the blonde and the brunette. They mewled protests, but he wrenched away from them nonetheless. "I'm sorry, ladies. There is an important matter I must see to."

He took off at a run, leaving the commotion of the barn behind him as he closed the distance to the farmhouse. Even as he streaked across the fields, he wondered when he'd become so sentimental. He supposed a woman as fiery and beautiful as Lilly could render any man defenseless against such feelings.

When he entered, he followed the sound of her sobbing, and found her sitting on the bottom step of the staircase, head in her hands. Seeing her cry threatened to rend his heart in two, so he reached for her, tried to lay his hand on her shoulder. 

But she jumped away as if his hand were a hot iron. "Don't touch me," she insisted through her sobs. 

"Bella, please. I did not plan this frolic. My crew... "

"Don't bother." She composed herself a bit, raising her head and using the backs of her hands to wipe her tears away. "You don't love me, I know that. We're only marrying because of Pa's will."

How could he tell her that she was the most beautiful creature he'd ever laid eyes on, that he looked forward to making a life with her? "I am growing to care deeply for you, Lilly. I never meant to hurt you."

She stood, dark eyes blazing with anger. "Then how could you slander me so? Cavorting with those cat house queens. How can you expect me to trust you?"

He didn't know what to say, and he knew the guilt was showing on his face. But they weren't yet married. Why was she making this such a crusade? 

She sighed heavily. "Make sure your ruffians return my property to its original state before they leave. And until the wedding," she turned and started up the stairs, "I suggest you keep your distance."

He called after her. "Lilly, wait. Lilly..."

She ascended to the second floor, and he heard a door slam. 

Part of him hated to see her hurt, but the other part of him felt entitled to a celebration. After months at sea, he'd wanted to unwind. He'd been foolish to let the lure of two willing women distract him from the prize he was about to claim. It had been a long time since he'd woken with warm, soft body next to him, and his bride to be seemed uninterested in anything carnal.

Now here he stood, feeling the effects of the argument they'd just had. How in the world had things gotten so mixed up?

Having no answers to any of the questions plaguing him, he trudged off toward the barn. He'd send the whores away, but he would continue to enjoy the company of his crew. After all, he was not married yet.
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AS THE SUN REACHED its pinnacle the following afternoon, Lilly sat on the front porch with her aunt, snapping green beans for lunch. Ricardo had yet to show his face, and that was fine by her. She didn't want to see him after the betrayal he'd dealt her.

"What did he do, Lilly?" Phyllis's voice cut into her thoughts.

"I don't want to talk about it, Aunt Phyllis."

"Lilly, I didn't make a cross country journey just to sit on the porch and watch you frown like you are sucking lemons. I came here to see about you, now what's the matter?"

She sighed, dropping two halves of a bean into her bowl. "Ricardo's crew showed up here last night, and they had some kind of sinful gathering in the barn. Supposedly they were celebrating our upcoming marriage, but they didn't invite me." 

Phyllis wrinkled her brow. "How do you know their frolic was sinful?"

"I went out there last night to take a look. The whole barn smelled to high heaven with wine, and two cat house women were wrapped around Ricardo."

"Sounds like sour persimmons. How can you be jealous when you barely know the captain, and claim that you have no interest in him?"

She didn't care for the I-told-you-so look her aunt was giving her. "Aunt Phyllis, I'm not jealous...I'm just insulted. He was drinking and cavorting with whores!"

Finishing her pile of beans, the older woman slid her bowl aside. "Lilly, you and I both know what's really going on here. I don't approve of him gallivanting with soiled doves any more than you do, but it's not embarrassment that's bothering you. You are jealous, and you know it."

Lilly dropped her head. Was it really jealousy that caused her to react the way she did to seeing Ricardo with those two women?

"Anyway, don't let it sour your chance of enjoying your husband. He made a mistake, and so will you if you live long enough." She playfully pinched her niece's chin. 

A smile crept across her face. "If you say so, Aunt Phyllis."

She gathered the two bowls of beans and took them into the house. 

In the kitchen, she washed the beans in a basin of water she'd brought in from the pump earlier. As she tossed them into the pot of boiling water going on the stove, she heard her aunt calling her name from the front porch. 

Wiping her hands on the canvas apron covering her muslin dress, she went back to the front porch. "What is it, Aunt Phyllis?"

Phyllis said nothing, instead she pointed. Following the gesture, Lilly saw Ricardo striding across the field toward the house. "You called me out here for that?"

She turned to go back in, but Phyllis grabbed her arm. "Stop being so damn stubborn and talk to the man. I'll see about lunch."

After calling a greeting to Ricardo, Phyllis went into the house, leaving the two of them alone on the porch.

"So, I suppose you've slept off the effects of your little gathering?" She made no effort to mask her snide tone.

He frowned. "Yes, I have. And I'd appreciate it if you stopped looking at me as if I've done something wrong."

She propped her fists on her hips. "Oh, so what you did last night constitutes proper behavior for a man about to take a wife?"

He gripped his temple. "Lilly, I am not going to discuss this with you right now. I've a splitting headache."

"Could it be from all that wine?"

He held his finger aloft and formulated a response. But before he could speak, he looked away, his attention captured by something else. 

She followed his gaze. 

A fancy carriage rolled across the open land.

She immediately recognized the vehicle. "What is that nasty Ezekiel Martindale doing here?"

"Who's Ezekiel Martindale?"

"Only the fattest, rudest, most insufferable man you'll ever meet. People only tolerate him because he owns most of the land in the county."

His face took on a look of disdain. "Is he after this land?"

She nodded. "And after my hand in marriage, I'm afraid. I've been turning him down for years, but he acts as if I'm suffering from some kind of mental ailment, and he's waiting for me to 'come to my senses.' "

The scowl Ricardo wore deepened, and he stepped off the porch. "Well, let's just see what the fat man wants."

She followed him to the grassy area in front of the house as the carriage rolled to a stop. The driver jumped down from the seat and opened the door. Ezekiel Martindale climbed out, and his belly preceded him.

The portly, brown skinned land baron immediately turned a disgusted gaze on Ricardo. "You must be the dirty seafaring Spaniard who is stealing my intended."

Ricardo looked as if flames might shoot from his mouth, but thankfully, words came out instead. "Good Afternoon. I see not all the black men in California have manners like the late Senor Warren."

"How dare you insult my manners?" Martindale wagged a pudgy finger in his face. 

"Hmm, let's see," Ricardo took on a mocking tone. "Calling on us without prior notice and proceeding to insult your host...I'd say that qualifies as a lack of manners."

The large man's face grew red. Hastily turning away from Ricardo, he faced Lilly. "Gal, this is your last chance to be smart instead of foolish. Marry me and toss this salty dog back to sea where he belongs!"

She shook her head. "As I told you before, Mr. Martindale, I don't have any desire to marry you." What made him think she wanted to spend the rest of her days lying next to his mountains of fat?

Ricardo stepped between them, arms folded over his chest. "Sir, I find it very brave and very foolish of you to come onto this land and try to steal it, and my intended, right from under my very nose. So, I'm going to ask you to leave."

Martindale huffed and puffed like a steam engine. "What if I don't? You can't do anything to me. You're no one. I own half the land in this county!"

“Lilly, what's going on?” Phyllis stood on the porch. She must have slipped out while they'd been talking.

“We have an unwanted visitor,” she answered, gesturing to Martindale.

Martindale opened his mouth, as if he were about to say something.

A loud clicking sound interrupted the heated exchange.

All eyes turned to Ricardo, who had a Colt drawn. 

He leveled the gun, pointing it at Martindale. 

“As sure as I am a son of Spain, you will be leaving here.” Ricardo spoke, in a calm, even tone. "I've pulled back the hammer. If you don't get back in that carriage and get off our land, you'll be leaving here in a pine box."

Eyes wide, Martindale jogged the short distance to his carriage. "Drive!" he called to his man, and the carriage was soon in motion. Martindale leaned out the partially opened door as he sped away. "I'll be back, gal!"

Regardless of his threats, Lilly found herself chuckling. 

Still in the grips of his male anger, Ricardo was still scowling. He tucked the Colt away in his waistband. "What's so funny?"

"It's just that," she struggled to get the words out through her laughter, "I've known Mr. Martindale for many years, and I've never, ever seen him move that fast!"

At that, Phyllis joined in the laughter. "I can't believe he could haul those rolls of fat at such a speed myself!"

Finally, Ricardo's face softened, and soon they were all wiping away tears of mirth. Looking into his smiling face as his hearty laughter filled her ears, she realized he'd already kept his vow to defend her, and their land. Handsome and gallant- what a combination. Admiration at his bravery made her heart swell.

Later that evening, after Phyllis had gone back to her room in town, Lilly sat on the back porch with a tumbler of chilled water. She was admiring the sunset when Ricardo approached.

"Tomorrow is first planting, so I'll need you to get up much earlier than you did today, so we can sow the fields." She watched him.

He cut her an annoyed look, then nodded. "Do you think that nasty Martindale fellow is a real danger?" He stood over her, hands in his trouser pockets, awaiting her response.

She thought about it, shrugged. "I don't really know. He's always said the same kind of thing to me, so I don't know if he's serious or not."

"Well, just in case, I'm prepared to protect you, and our land." His dark eyes were serious, and he seemed to still be holding on to some of his irritation from Martindale's visit.

She smelled a plot. It would take more than that to get him back in her good graces. "After what you did today, I believe you. But it doesn't mean you can come into the house to sleep."

He groaned, running a hand over his face. "Infuriating woman. What makes you think I would want to?" His stance changed, as if his whole body tensed.

"I don't know, maybe your lascivious behavior last night?"

"For goodness sake, you just assume I had relations with those women, don't you?"

"That's usually what men do, isn't it?"

"You proclaim to know everything about men, don't you?" He sighed loudly. "If that's your way of thinking, you won't ever have to worry about sharing a bed with me." He ran a hand over his flowing dark locks, his face a mask of frustration. 

She downed her remaining lemonade and stood. "Good. So, go back to the barn. Good night, Captain." Whirling on her heel she strode into the house and closed the door in his face. 
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RICARDO GOT UP WITH the rising sun. After taking care of his morning needs at the pump and the outhouse, he returned to the barn. There he donned a blue work shirt and an old pair of trousers. Shaking the hay and bramble out of his brogans, he slid his feet into the boots and wandered out of the barn.

The scent of coffee wafted to his nose, so he entered the house through the kitchen door. He found a still warm pot of the brew on the stove. Next to it lay a batch of Lilly's feather light biscuits. Lilly was nowhere in sight, so he helped himself. Pouring himself a cup of coffee, he added a bit of milk from the icebox, then took a few moments to enjoy it with four of the fluffy biscuits. His morning hunger pangs allayed, he stood and stretched. Lilly might be stubborn and headstrong, but her biscuits were heavenly, and she made a good strong brew.

When he reached the side of the house where the newly plowed rows were waiting to be sown with various vegetables, he found her already there. She knelt between the first two rows, using a mallet to drive a small, hand painted sign into the ground. She'd apparently been there for a time, because he noticed the dampness near the collar of her yellow shirtwaist. Small beads of perspiration gathered on her jawline and neck. She'd bound her hair into a knot at the crown
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