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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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Chapter 1
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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
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