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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Coming Back to You began as a short story published as Timeless for a fundraiser anthology with the Orange County Romance Writers in 2024. When I got my rights back in 2025, I could have expanded it immediately. Instead, I let it sit. Let Lucia and Hiro sit. I needed to understand their deeper story before I could do it justice.

      

      Now that I have, I can't wait to write more stories set at Hacienda Luna Dorada—stories about women who find true love, whether for the first time, the second, or simply much later than expected.

      

      I hope you'll come back for them. Sign up at lizdurano.com to be the first to know when the next Luna Dorada romance arrives.
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      Lucia

      The morning light does something almost indecent to the Pacific.

      I’ve lived at Hacienda Luna Dorada my entire life—fifty-two years, minus the three I spent in Switzerland and the occasional conference trip to San Francisco or New York—and I still catch myself stopping at the edge of the upper terrace just to watch the way the sun hits the water. The ocean sits maybe a quarter mile below us, glittering and vast beyond the coastal scrub and the cliff’s edge, and on mornings like this, when the marine layer has already burned off by eight and the sky is the particular shade of blue that photographers drive from Los Angeles to capture, it feels impossible that anything could be wrong.

      I know better.

      “Mija.” My father’s voice comes from the doorway behind me and I turn away from the view to see him standing just outside the archway that leads from the east corridor to the upper terrace, a manila folder clutched in his hand. “Walk with me.”

      At seventy-eight, Eduardo Garrido built this resort’s reputation on his ability to charm a room, to make every guest feel like the Rancho had been waiting specifically for them.

      We go to his study, a small room off the main hall that still smells of orange wood and the particular leather of the old books he’s never once opened but refuses to part with. The Garrido family portrait hangs above the fireplace: my parents, young and luminous, my brothers Gavin and Randall flanking them, and me at the edge, maybe fourteen, squinting into the camera as if I already suspected it was recording something I’d rather not preserve.

      Dad sits behind the desk and beckons for me to sit. But I don’t. I’ve learned over the years that bad news lands better when you’re standing.

      “Before your mother and I retired,” he begins as he opens the folder, “I made an investment, a private one, outside the resort accounts. With an old friend from the association.” He pauses, pressing his lips together. “Carlos Menendez.”

      I know that name. They’d been friends since the eighties, back when the Southern California hospitality association held its annual gala at the Rancho and half of Orange County’s resort owners would descend on our grounds for a long weekend of handshakes and golf.

      “He approached me two years ago,” Dad continues. “Said he’d found a real estate opportunity in the Coachella Valley. Mixed-use development, hospitality-adjacent. He had prospectus documents, projections.” A pause. “Everything looked sound, Lucia.”

      “How much?” I ask, because that’s the only question that matters right now.

      “Three point two million.”

      The number doesn’t land right away. It takes a moment to travel from my ears to the place in my chest where the real understanding happens, and when it does, I have to reach for the back of the chair in front of me.

      “The renovation fund,” I say, and it’s not a question.

      “I moved it into a separate account when the returns first came in. Nearly eight percent in the first year. I was going to surprise your mother with a trip, replace what I’d taken, and—” He stops. Closes the folder. “The scheme collapsed in January and Carlos has disappeared. The attorneys are involved, but Lucia… that money is gone.”

      I stand very still and breathe.

      The renovation fund.

      Every quarter for the last eleven years, a portion of the Rancho’s net revenue goes into it, earmarked for the restoration projects Eric and I had been planning together before his heart gave out without warning on a Tuesday morning three years ago. We’d had blueprints on the desk. A contractor shortlist. After he died I filed everything away and focused on keeping the resort running, telling myself the renovations could wait, that there would be time.

      The adobe on the south wing is crumbling at the cornices. The original tasting room — now the winery museum—needs a new roof before the winter rains. The private beach path, the one that winds down the bluff through the sage and buckwheat, has been closed for two seasons because the erosion has made it genuinely dangerous.

      The irony of my cousin Mena trying to get me to start the winery roof two years ago, before the estimate even came in. She did preservation work—old adobe, historic masonry, the kind of structures that look permanent until they simply stop being—and she had walked the property with me on a visit and stood under the tasting room eaves with her hand pressed flat against the original timber and said: “This won’t survive another three wet winters, Lucia. You’re already on borrowed time.” I remember telling her then that the fund wasn’t ready and she hadn’t argued. How I wish she had.

      But I have more pressing things to take care of.

      The centennial celebration is in forty-eight hours.

      “Does Mom know?” I ask.

      “Not yet. I wanted to speak with you first.”

      I nod slowly, the manager in me already moving, already calculating. “And the operating accounts? The resort’s day-to-day?”

      “Untouched. This was entirely separate. The resort is financially healthy, Lucia. It’s only the renovation fund.” He pauses. “I’m sorry, mija. I thought I was doing something good.”

      “I know you did, Dad.”

      I leave him there and walk back through the main hall.

      The land itself had been its own kind of miracle long before the vineyard or the orange groves or the resort. When California passed to American hands in 1848 and the Land Act of 1851 forced every Californio family to prove their Mexican grant before American courts—in English, before American judges, at ruinous legal cost—most of the old families lost everything. The Garridos survived that particular catastrophe through my great-great-great grandmother Remedios, who married a Boston shipping merchant named Clarence Aldrich in 1853. Aldrich had come west with money and left with an obsession, which was the land itself—its light, its soil, the particular quality of afternoon that he apparently wrote home about at such length that his Boston relatives feared for his sanity. He paid the legal fees. He hired the attorneys. And when the commission finally ruled in the family’s favor in 1857, he put the deed in Remedios’s name.

      The Garrido land stayed Garrido land.

      It had stayed Garrido land through the vineyard years and through Pierce’s Disease and through the pivot to oranges and through every generation that followed, each one making the same choice to hold on. I think about that sometimes when the weight of managing it gets heavy—not as a burden but as a thread. I am part of a very long chain of people who decided this land was worth the cost of keeping.

      I pass the gallery wall where Pedro Garrido’s recovered paintings hang—seven of them now, each one returned to us over the decades through painstaking provenance research, auction bidding, and the occasional piece of extraordinary luck—and I make myself look at the empty space on the main wall.

      We had reserved it for years.

      Luna Dorada: Cosecha de Uvas.

      Pedro Garrido’s masterpiece, painted in 1872, two years before Pierce’s Disease swept through Southern California and destroyed everything the rancho had grown. It depicted the rancho at its height — the vineyards, the workers, the golden hills rolling toward a Pacific that shimmered at the painting’s edge like a rumor of paradise. It was the painting he’d had to sell first, and the one we’d been trying to reclaim the longest.

      We’d come close twice. The first time, when I was still learning the ropes from Eric, a collector in Scottsdale contacted us claiming to have the original. We flew out to see it and I knew within ten minutes — the varnish was wrong, the craquelure too uniform, the kind of aging you get from a forger who understands chemistry but not time. The second time was worse because my parents were the ones who nearly signed the check. A dealer in San Francisco, very polished, very convincing, with provenance documents that looked legitimate until I had the pigments tested and discovered cadmium yellow in a painting supposedly from 1872, fifteen years before cadmium yellow existed in commercial paint. My mother still doesn’t entirely forgive herself for wanting it badly enough to almost stop asking questions.

      After that I stopped hoping and started simply working. Six months of provenance research, auction house correspondence across three countries, dead ends that took weeks to confirm as dead ends. I had built what I believed was a complete ownership chain from Pedro’s sale in 1874 to a private collection in Connecticut, and then the trail went cold in the 1980s and stayed cold.

      Until three weeks ago, when the auction house in New York called to tell me the painting had been purchased by an anonymous buyer and donated to Hacienda Luna Dorada. No strings attached. No explanation. No name.

      I’d asked, of course. The auction house was apologetic and immovable — the donor had been explicit about anonymity and they were bound by it. I’d asked whether the buyer was an institution, a foundation, a private collector acting on someone’s behalf. Nothing. I’d asked whether there was any message, any indication of why they’d chosen to donate rather than sell — a painting with that provenance, that history, that California cultural significance would have drawn serious institutional interest. A museum would have paid considerably for it.

      Instead it was coming here. This morning. To the wall where it had always belonged.

      I didn’t understand it. I was grateful beyond what words could properly hold, sure, but I didn’t understand it at all.

      

      I’m still in the east corridor reviewing the centennial guest list with my daughter Esme when Pilar, our front desk manager, appears to let me know my eleven o’clock has arrived. Esme looks up from the clipboard with an expression I recognize as the one she inherited from me: polite on the surface, evaluating underneath.

      “Mr. Alcott?” she says. “The developer?”

      “Investor,” I correct, which is his preferred word, and there’s a difference. “He reached out last month through the Chamber. Said he had a proposal that could be mutually beneficial.” I straighten my blazer. “I was going to decline the meeting after the centennial, but now⁠—”

      “Now we need the money.” Esme says it gently, which somehow makes it worse. “Granddad told me this morning.”

      I look at her sharply.

      “He came to find me after he spoke with you. He felt terrible, Mom.” She touches my arm. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

      “Stay close,” I tell her. “But don’t hover.”

      Jason Alcott is the kind of handsome that real estate and private equity seem to manufacture in bulk: square jaw, silver at the temples, a suit that sits too big on his shoulders. He’s maybe sixty, fit in the way of men who pay other people to make them fit, and he shakes my hand with the particular confidence of someone accustomed to being the most powerful person in the room.

      “Ms. Garrido.” His smile is warm, practiced, real enough to be disarming. “Thank you for seeing me. I know the timing, with your centennial tomorrow, isn’t ideal.”

      “The timing was yours,” I point out pleasantly, gesturing him toward the sitting room off the main hall. “But I appreciate punctuality.”

      He laughs as if I’ve said something delightful.

      We sit across from each other at the old mission table, and he opens his leather portfolio. “Hacienda Luna Dorada is a singular property,” he begins. “One hundred and seventy-five acres, original land grant dating to 1845, adobe construction from 1878, private bluff frontage with beach access. In today’s coastal California market, the land value alone is⁠—”

      “I know what my family’s property is worth, Mr. Alcott.”

      Another smile. “Of course you do. What I’m here to discuss is what it could be worth with the right investment partner.” He slides a one-page summary across the table. “Five million dollars. Immediate capital injection. No bank involvement, no public financing, no timeline pressure.”

      I look at the page without touching it. “And in exchange?”

      “A minority equity stake in the resort. Twelve percent. Standard governance rights, quarterly financial reporting, a seat on the advisory board.” He spreads his hands in a gesture of openness. “Nothing that would interfere with how you run this place, which you clearly do beautifully.”

      The number is exactly what we need. More than exactly—it covers the renovation fund’s loss and leaves room for the south wing and the beach path and the winery roof. The efficiency of it makes me suspicious.

      “I’ll need the full partnership documents,” I say. “My attorney reviews everything before I sign anything.”

      “Naturally.” His eyes hold mine a beat longer than necessary. “I hope we’ll have an opportunity to discuss this more personally as well, Lucia. A property like this deserves a partner who truly appreciates it.” A pause. “And so do you.”

      There it is.

      I keep my expression precisely neutral—a skill I’ve spent twenty years perfecting—and close the conversation with the practiced grace of a woman who has been managing unwanted implications since she was old enough to run a meeting. I tell him we’ll be in touch. I walk him to the entrance. I smile until he’s in his car.

      Then I go find Esme.

      “Well?” she asks.

      “Pull Annex C when the documents arrive,” I tell her. “Read every line of it. Don’t let me sign anything until you’ve read Annex C.”

      She frowns. “What’s in Annex C?”

      “I don’t know yet. But there’s always an Annex C.”

      

      The delivery truck arrives at eleven-forty-five.

      Whatever weight I’ve been carrying since my father’s study—the three-point-two-million-dollar weight, the Jason Alcott weight, the particular exhaustion of being the person everyone looks to when the ground shifts—it lifts, slightly and involuntarily, the moment I see the crate being lowered from the truck bed.

      My parents are there already, standing at the edge of the loading area in the morning sun, my mother Carmen’s hand tucked into the crook of my father’s arm. Whatever conversation I’d imagined them having about the money is invisible on their faces now. They look the way they’ve always looked when something important comes home to the Rancho: like people who understand, in their bones, what legacy means.

      Esme stands beside me. “Tell me again what it looks like.”

      “I’ve only seen it in photographs,” I say. “Faded ones, mostly. Black and white.” I’ve spent the better part of six months verifying the provenance on this donation—authenticating the chain of ownership from Pedro Garrido’s sale in 1874 through seven subsequent owners, cross-referencing paint composition analysis with the historical record, confirming that the pigments are consistent with what would have been available in California in the early 1870s. The anonymous buyer in New York had their own authentication documentation, and everything aligned. “But the Millet influence is evident even in the photos. Earthy, subdued—workers in the field, the vines heavy with fruit, and the light coming down over the hills behind them.”

      “And the ocean?” Esme asks.

      “Just visible at the right edge. Pedro painted it as if it were a secret the land was keeping.”

      The crate is opened with the careful reverence it deserves. Esme directs the crew. My parents stand close together. And then the last layer of protective padding comes away, and Luna Dorada: Cosecha de Uvas is in the room with us for the first time in a hundred and fifty years.

      It surpasses every expectation I’ve constructed from faded photographs and digitized auction records.

      The vineyard rolls toward us from the canvas in rows of deep green and amber, each vine rendered with a precision that makes you understand Pedro Garrido loved this land the way you love something you’re afraid of losing. The workers in the foreground are not decorative; they are specific, individual, their faces catching the particular quality of California afternoon light that still looks exactly like this, still lands exactly this way on the hills above Dana Point. And there, at the painting’s right edge, barely more than a silver-blue suggestion between two hills—the Pacific.

      “Dios mío,” my mother breathes.

      “It’s real,” my father says. Just that.

      I can’t speak at all.

      We follow the crew inside as they carry the painting carefully through the main hall to the wall we’ve kept empty for years. As they lift it into place, I think of Pedro Garrido selling this and hoping, his whole life, to buy it back. I think of every generation between him and my parents that searched and couldn’t find it. I think of my own six months of provenance work, the late nights, the emails to auction houses in three countries, the dead ends.

      I think of whoever bought it and gave it back without asking for anything in return.

      The crew leaves. My parents retreat to their cottage, my mother already crying in the quiet, dignified way she reserves for moments that matter. Esme goes to check on the catering arrangements for tomorrow’s centennial gala.

      I stand alone in front of the painting.

      This is the part I’ve been waiting for—not the verification, not the documentation, not the formal unveiling tomorrow evening. This quiet moment, just the two of us. Me and Pedro’s vision of everything we nearly lost.

      I become aware, slowly, of footsteps from the far end of the corridor behind me.

      They’re measured. Deliberate. The footsteps of someone who is taking their time, as if savoring something.

      The back of my neck prickles in a way I have not felt in a very long time.

      No. That’s impossible.

      I tell myself this as I turn.

      The light in the corridor comes from the high windows on the east side, and it catches him gradually, the way it catches the painting’s hills—inch by careful inch. First the line of a jaw I would recognize anywhere. Then the planes of a face I have spent thirty years trying to forget with mixed results. And then his eyes, finding mine across the length of the hall.

      Dark. Steady. Unmistakably his.

      Hiroyuki Asato is standing in the corridor of Hacienda Luna Dorada wearing a white linen shirt and looking at me the way he used to look at me when we were seventeen and he thought I wasn’t watching.

      The world, quite simply, stops.

      “Lucia,” he says. His voice is deeper than I remember. Richer. It does something complicated to the air between us. “It’s very good to see you.”

      I find my voice somewhere in the wreckage of my composure. “Hiro.” A beat. “What are you doing here?”

      He glances at the painting—at Luna Dorada: Cosecha de Uvas, hanging in its place on the wall behind me—and then back at me, and he does something I was completely unprepared for.

      He smiles.

      “My business partner found it,” he says simply. “I bought it. It belongs here.”

      The hall is very quiet. Outside, I can hear the faint sounds of the resort—the distant pool, the gardeners, the ordinary architecture of a morning that is no longer ordinary at all.

      “You,” I say. “You were the anonymous donor.”

      “It belongs to your family.”

      And just like that, the weight of the morning—all of it, the three point two million dollars, Jason Alcott and his portfolio and his implications, the eleven years of renovation savings evaporated into a Coachella Valley scheme—shifts. It doesn’t disappear, but it shifts, the way ballast shifts on a boat that has found, unexpectedly, a different kind of balance.

      Esme appears at the far end of the corridor, slightly out of breath, her clipboard still under her arm. She stops when she sees us—takes in the painting, takes in the man standing beside me—and does the quick professional assessment that I recognize as entirely her own.

      “Oh good,” she says, moving toward us with her hand already extended. “I was hoping to catch you before you found her on your own. I’m Esme Garrido. I help manage the property.”

      “Hiroyuki Asato.” He shakes her hand. “You can call me Hiro.”

      “Mr. Asato is the donor,” I say, keeping my voice even. “He’s the one who found the painting.”

      Esme’s eyes move to the canvas on the wall, and whatever professional composure she’s assembled briefly deserts her. She looks at it the way I looked at it an hour ago—with the specific helplessness of someone encountering a thing they’ve wanted their whole life and didn’t quite believe was real.

      “This is it,” she says. Not a question.

      “Luna Dorada: Cosecha de Uvas,” I confirm. “Pedro Garrido, 1872.”

      She steps toward the painting and stands in front of it for a long moment without speaking. When she turns back her expression is composed again but her eyes are bright. “Mr. Asato, how did you find it? We’ve been looking for years.”

      “My business partner came across it at a private residence in Connecticut,” Hiro says. “He recognized the name on the placard and called me. It took several months of negotiation after that.”

      “And you donated it,” Esme says. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “It belongs here.”

      She looks at him for a moment with the assessing directness she was born with. Then she nods, once, as if something has been confirmed to her satisfaction. “The centennial celebration is tomorrow evening. We’ll be unveiling it formally then. I hope you’ll stay.”

      “I’d planned to,” he says.

      “Good.” She glances at me briefly—just briefly—and then back to the painting. “Are you planning to look around the property while you’re here? The historical context for the painting is really in the land itself. The old vineyard boundaries, the original orchard plantings.” She turns to Hiro. “The north grove especially—that’s where the rancho really began. If you want to understand what Pedro was painting, that’s where you’d start.”

      “I’d like that,” Hiro says.

      “The trail begins just past the stable yard,” Esme says. “The grooms can set you up with a horse if you’d rather ride than walk—the grove is about twenty minutes out.” She’s already turning toward the corridor, her radio crackling. “I have to get back to the catering. Mom, the chef needs you in about an hour.” And she’s gone, her footsteps quick and purposeful down the hall.

      The silence she leaves behind is of the particular quality that only exists between two people who have things to say and are not going to say them yet.

      “Your daughter loves this place,” Hiro says.

      “She was born to it,” I say. “The same way I was.”

      He looks at the painting one more time. Then he looks at me, and whatever is in his expression—and there is something in it, there has been something in it since he stepped out of the shadows, something I am not ready to examine in the corridor of my own resort at eleven o’clock in the morning—I meet it with the most professional face I own.

      “We’ve arranged a grand suite for you,” I say. “Pilar at the front desk will have your key. If you need anything, the staff can help you.” A pause. “It’s good to see you, Hiro.”

      “It’s good to see you, Lucia.”

      I walk back toward the kitchen corridor with my heart doing something completely unprofessional in my chest, and I do not look back.
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