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Wes Crowley reined in and dismounted. He whipped Charley’s reins around the hitching post, and crossed the front porch. 

He had become accustomed to tapping on the door of the Martinez-Silva hacienda and then walking in. It was a comfortable habit. It had developed from the knowledge that he was always welcome, that he was home. 

Almost. Until he officially became a member of the family some six weeks hence, he felt better knocking before he opened the door, even if it was only a formality. 

But as he raised his hand and curled his fingers into a fist to knock lightly on the door, it swung open. 

There stood a radiant vision, tall and slender. Her large, friendly eyes and high cheekbones were perfectly framed by her black and silver hair. It was pulled back above her ears and elegantly and perfectly arranged in swirls atop her head. As a complementary finishing touch, it was held in place with two fine silver combs. 

Wes’ heart melted all over again. If he began with fine patrician clay and created the ideal mother, she would be a replica of Abrazia Silva.

As if reading his thoughts, señora Abrazia Silva smiled. “Wes, welcome. It’s so very good to see you again.”

Color rose in Wes’ neck as he reached up to whip off his hat. “Yes ma’am. Thank you. Gracias. But I was only out here last night.” He gestured. “But you. Señora, you are radiant as ever.”

Abrazia’s smile held a hint of mischief. That Wes was so easily disarmed and flustered only further endeared him to her. The new marshal was every inch a man, yet kind to a fault. Her daughter Coralín had chosen well. “I’m glad you’re here now. I thought we might have a word before supper.”

“Oh, yes ma’am. Anything.”

She stepped to the side and gestured, inviting him in. “In the back parlor, perhaps?”

“Yes ma’am, that’s fine.” He stepped through the door, then began unbuckling his gunbelt. He hung it in its usual place on the hall tree, then hung his hat alongside it.

As they started down the hall, he hesitated, then said, “Is Coralín around?”

Again Abrazia smiled. “She’s at the overlook. I told her I needed to talk with you privately before she completely absorbed your attention for the evening. You are sure you don’t mind?”

“Oh, no ma’am, not at all.” 

But he wondered what she wanted to say that she didn’t want Coralín to hear. Perhaps she was having second thoughts about allowing him to marry her daughter. Did she fear, as he had in the beginning, that his job would take him away too often? 

But that couldn’t be it. He was no longer a Texas Ranger. He was the marshal of a small fishing village. 

Maybe she had come to realize the very real possibility that her daughter could be widowed at a young age. 

Wes had considered that possibility as well, and it very nearly caused him not to ask Coralín to marry him. But her beauty and her intelligence and everything else that went into the  thunderstorm that was Coralín Martinez de Silva was too enticing. 

In the end, he bowed to his own selfish nature. Eagerly, he asked her to marry him, and she accepted. He had hardly stopped smiling since then.

But Coralín wasn’t here now. Her absence ran through him like electricity, standing every nerve on end. Why was she at the overlook instead of here? Perhaps she had realized her mistake and didn’t want to face Wes. Or perhaps she knew her mother was about to call off the wedding and she was distraught. Perhaps she simply didn’t want to witness Wes’ embarrassment.

Either way, nothing about the impending conversation could possibly be good. His entire life was about to be undone.

Absorbed with his thoughts, he would have passed by the doorway to the back parlor if Abrazia hadn’t stopped and gestured.

As they entered, señora Silva crossed to her usual chair.

Wes stopped in front of a small couch and waited. After she sat down, he settled onto the edge of the couch. His elbows on his knees, he intertwined his fingers. Then he squeezed lightly to keep them from betraying his nerves.

As she always did in the formal setting of the back parlor, señora Silva allowed her voice to take on a more formal tone. “Señor alguacil Crowley, do you enjoy your small house in town?” 

What? “Oh, yes ma’am, I like it fine. It’s convenient to my job an’ it overlooks the bay an’ it has a really great barn an’ stable for Charley, so—”

“Ah. Well. I’m sure it’s very nice.” She adjusted herself in her chair, leaning slightly to the left. She placed her left forearm on the arm of the chair and intertwined her fingers. 

For the first time since he’d known her, Abrazia seemed unsure how to proceed. He waited.

“Señor Crowley, I have a small announcement of my own, but I’m not ready to tell the entire family yet. So this should remain strictly between you and me for now. Is that all right?”

“Oh, yes ma’am. Of course. You— you can tell me anything, señora Silva, in complete confidence.”

“First, you probably have noticed on your way to the overlook that smaller house between this house and the cliff.”

“Oh, yes ma’am. Yes ma’am, I’ve noticed it.”

She nodded. “That is the house that my late husband, senador Rigoberto Martinez, had built for his assistant. It is very nice. It has three bedrooms as well as a large parlor and library, and the kitchen and dining room rival those in this house. 

“In fact, the entire house rivals this house except in size. Not that the rooms are smaller. They aren’t. But there are fewer of them.”

Unsure what to say, Wes simply nodded and hoped he was encouraging her to continue.

“Arturo and I have talked, and the two of us came to a decision. I mean, he and I are in full agreement.” She raised one hand as if to ward off an objection. “Not that we’re going to try to impose anything on you. It wasn’t that kind of decision.”

She seemed flustered, and again, color rose in her cheeks. “I mean only that we are in full agreement that I should approach you about this topic.”

Again Wes nodded. “Yes ma’am.” So what topic? And if he’s in on this, where is Arturo?

“We—Arturo and I—we discussed even what we believe might have been my late husband’s preferences were he still with us. We both are certain he would agree with our assessment as well.” 

She paused for a moment. “Of course, as the matron of this house and as the official head of the family, at least for the time being,” and her cheeks flushed again, “it is my responsibility to talk with you about this.”

She glanced at the floor for a moment. It seemed it was all she could do to remain seated and maintain a modicum of decorum. She took a breath, then raised her head to look at Wes again. 

Color began to rise in her neck. “Señor Mendoza and I—” Both cheeks flushed. Again she took a breath, then said, “Arturo is moving into the main house.” She paused again. “He will have his own room for a time, but—” She sighed. “Ah, forgive me please. This is very difficult for me.”

“Of course, señora. Take your time. I am honored that you have chosen to share this good news with me.” But why wasn’t she sharing it with the whole family? And if not the whole family, why not with Miguel, the rightful patron in the absence of the late senador Martinez?

“Let me start again.” She took a breath. “Arturo is moving into the main house. I mention this only because I—” She shook her head. “Because we would like to offer the smaller house to you and to Coralín.” 

Again she held up one hand as if to ward off an objection. “Of course, I understand you will want to inspect the house first. This would be a big decision for you, but—”

A grin burst across Wes’ face. He could hardly believe his ears. “Is that all? Señora, I don’t need to inspect the house. If you and Arturo are in agreement, and if Coralín wants to live there—”

“Oh, I have not spoken with Coralín about this. I’m sorry. I wanted to ask you first since it would mean you would have to give up your house in town. It was for me to ask you.” She grinned. “I have left you the more difficult task of approaching Coralín.

“However, now that I know you are amenable, I will tell Arturo. He will be very happy. And probably we will make another announcement over supper this evening.”

She stood. “Thank you, Wes, for your understanding. Now I suspect you’d like to go to the lookout?”

Wes rose when she did. “Yes ma’am.” He grinned broadly. “Thank you so much for welcoming me into your family.” He stepped forward, grasped her shoulders lightly, and kissed her on the cheek. 

Again she blushed. “I will see you at supper then.”

Wes had hurried down to the lookout. He was taking the steps two at a time, not an easy feat in his boots. As he stepped on the landing above the deck with only a few more steps to go, Coralín looked around. 

A broad smile beamed across her face. “Hola, mi marido a ser cariñoso, my loving husband to be. Qué pasa?” 

Wes took her in his arms and held her close for a long moment, then leaned back just far enough to allow himself room to kiss her. Then he hugged her close again. “I love you so very much, Coralín.”

He felt her smile broaden. Then she said, “So what is this all about? Mamá said she wanted to talk with you about something.” She put her hands on his chest and stepped back a half step so she could see his face. “I take it you have talked?”

“Oh sí, sí, we have talked. We have had a very good talk.” He turned to the left and gathered her under his right arm. Then he waited.

“And what have you talked about?”

“Hmm? Oh, living arrangements. Thing of that nature.”

“Whose living arrangements? Hers? Yours? Mine? Whose?”

“Oh, well, hers and mine, I think.”

“And what about the living arrangements?”

“I think perhaps I should wait and let her—”

She spun away from under his arm, then grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him long and hard. As his lips moved on hers, her lips moved to counter every move his lips made, but as if they were in sync. It was possibly the most wonderful kiss in the history of mankind, or at least it seemed that way to Wes.

When they broke off the kiss, both of them were breathing a little harder. 

She grinned. “That is the last taste you get of me until you tell—”

“She has offered us Arturo’s house. For after we’re married, she has offered us Arturo’s house as our own. I agreed with her, but only if you agree as well. I think it would be a wonderful place to raise our own children, and—”

She put her index finger over his lips. “I agree, my love. Pero poor Arturo. Where will he—” 

Again, a broad smile beamed across her face. “Oh... Oh!” She clapped her hands together, then put them over her mouth. “I am so happy for her!”

Then she frowned and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I can’t believe you repeated something my mother told you in confidence.”

He grinned. “You say that as if I had the slightest bit of choice in the matter.”

They watched for awhile, arm in arm as the sun approached the western horizon, then walked up to the house to get ready for supper.

*
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A half hour later or so, everyone had gathered in the dining room. 

Arturo was seated at the head of the table with Abrazia to his right around the corner. Across from her was her oldest daughter, Maria Elena. Next to Maria Elena was the youngest son, Julio and then Wes. Across from Wes, who seemed to wear a perpetual smile, was Coralín, the reason for his smile. Miguel was seated between Coralín and Abrazia. The table was so large that there was enough room for an extra service between every two people. Still, a full third of the table was barren. 

When everyone was seated, Abrazia tapped the side of her wine glass lightly to get their attention. When everyone had turned to face her, she smiled. “My family, I have an announcement, and I can’t begin to describe the pleasure it brings me.

“As you know, our Coralín will wed señor Crowley in a little less than six weeks.” She glanced at Wes, then Coralín. “They know they have our congratulations and best wishes.”

Coralín looked at the table and blushed.

Wes just grinned, as did Coralín’s siblings, Miguel, Maria Elena and Julio.

Abrazia said, “I spoke with Wes a little earlier today and he spoke with Coralín.” 

She glanced at Wes and he nodded almost imperceptibly.

A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as she continued. “I am pleased to announce that Wes and Coralín have agreed to—”

Miguel coughed, then cleared his throat loudly. 

Suddenly Arturo reached over and patted her hand. “Please forgive me, señora Silva, but I have an announcement as well, and probably it should preclude yours.”

She frowned and cocked her head. “What?”

“Forgive me, my love.”

Abrazia immediately went red. 

Arturo said quietly, “I know we usually discuss everything beforehand, but doing so was impossible in this case.” 

He slid his chair back carefully and stood. He glanced at Miguel, who was grinning broadly, and said, “Miguel, Maria-Elena, Coralín, Julio and Wes, thank you for making me feel I am part of this family for these past months. It has been my privilege. But now—”

He paused, then turned to face Abrazia. “My love, mi corazón, mi mujer, I recently spoke with the rightful patron of this family, Miguel. I knelt before him, and I humbly requested his permission to court you openly.”

Abrazia gasped. She put her right hand before her mouth. Her eyes were large and her attention glued to Arturo’s face.

“I am older than anyone else here. Getting up and down isn’t as easy as it should be, so while I was down there—”

He paused while the others giggled.

“While I was down there I also requested permission to ask your hand in marriage.” He turned to face the rest of the family. “I am pleased to report he assented.”

Everyone around the table burst into applause and laughter, except Abrazia. 

She just stared at Arturo. But she was smiling and her eyes were shining with welling tears. She shook her head. “Arturo, I—” 

He looked down at her. “Please, señora Silva, I beg your indulgence for only one more moment.” He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a small box. He shifted it to his right hand, then placed his left hand on the table and carefully lowered himself to his left knee, never taking his gaze off Abrazia’s face.

He reached over with his left hand and opened the box, then turned it on his palm to face her. “Señorita Abrazia Silva, for you will always be a beautiful young woman to me, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 

“Oh yes, Arturo! Oh yes!” She burst out laughing and leaned forward in her chair, hugging him around the neck for the first time in front of the family. 

Again they all applauded.

When she sat back, Arturo held up his left hand, palm up. “Your left hand, señorita?”

She slipped her left hand into his palm. 

He took the ring from the box and slipped it over her ring finger. It fit perfectly, and it nestled well against her other ring.

She held out her hand and looked at it. “I’ll have to remove the older ones.”

“No, my dear. If you want to, that’s fine, but the senador will always be part of who we are.”

She stood and reached down for him. “May I help you up, mi novio?”

Again everyone laughed lightly.

When Arturo was standing alongside her, she said, “Now if I may finish my announcement, after the wedding, señor Crowley and Coralín will move into Arturo’s house.” She looked up at her lover. “In the meantime, my Arturo will move into this house where he belongs.” She quickly added, “Of course, he will have his own room.”

Miguel mumbled, “Better make it adjoining” and everyone burst out laughing again. Everyone except Abrazia. She just blushed.

*
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Shortly after supper, Maria Elena caught up with Wes and Coralín on the back patio. They were sitting at a small table, holding hands and talking quietly.

“Señor Crowley— Wes— could— would it be okay if I talked with you for a moment? I don’t mean to interrupt.”

“Of course, mi hermana.” He stood and moved another chair up to the table. “Please, sit down.”

Maria Elena glanced at Coralín, who smiled and nodded. “Por favor, siéntese, mi hermana, please sit.”

She sat and Wes adjusted her chair for her, then moved back to his chair. Uncertain whether she wanted to talk with him or Coralín or both, he waited.

She looked from Wes to Coralín and back. Her fingers were clasped before her on the table, and they were alternately twining and untwining. Finally she said, “I think it’s a really good idea that you’re going to move out here. That you and Coralín will live in Arturo’s old house. 

“I really like your little house in town, myself, but when you’ve had only one or two children, you would quickly outgrow it. Children need room to run and play, even inside the house, don’t you think?”

Wes nodded, grinning. “Absolutely.” He was interested in seeing where this was going.’

“I really like that little place though. If it were only the two of you, it would be perfect but— well, you will be making a family, I’m sure.” She paused, looked at Corlín, then Wes. “Won’t you?”

Coralín laughed and blushed. 

Wes nodded again, the grin still on his face. “That more than likely is the plan.”

Maria Elena nodded, then glanced away. She was obviously nervous. “I really like that little house of yours though. The one in town.” She paused and took a breath, then said, “Do you know yet what you plan to do? I mean, with your house? Not your house here, Arturo’s old house, but your old house, the little one in town overlooking the bay? 

“I mean, no rush of course, and it might not be any of my business, but just hypothetically, when you have moved all of your things, or at least all of the things you’re going to move, do you know yet what you plan to do with your little place in town? I really like that little house.”

Wes glanced quickly at Coralín and grinned, then looked at Maria Elena again. “To be honest, I hadn’t thought about it, but I really like that little place too. I’d like to keep it in the family if I can. 

“What I mean, if I knew for sure someone in the family wanted it—Miguel, for example, because it’s so close to the bay and his boat—I probably would just give it to him outright. Is that what’s going on here? Do you think Miguel might want that little house? Tell you what, Maria Elena, you are a good sister.”

“Actually, I—”

Wes slid his chair back and started to get up. “Y’know, I think I’ll go find that scalawag right now. If he wanted that house, he should have come talked to me himself. He shouldn’t be sending our sister out here to talk with me on his behalf and—”

Maria Elena said, “No, I want the house!” Her eyes were wide and round, her mouth serious.

Coralín laughed. “Sister, he knew you were the one who wanted the house. He was just jerking on your leg.”

Maria Elena frowned. “Jerking on my leg?”

Wes eased himself back into his chair, then looked at Maria Elena. “Pulling your leg. It means joking.” He grinned. “Mi hermana, nothing would please me more than to know you were living in that little house.” He cleared his throat. Quietly, he said, “You would have your own house. It would be a place where you could visit with your friends. Even your special sister.”

Maria Elena glanced down. Barely above a whisper, she said, “Many do not approve of my... special sister.”

Wes nodded. “Well, I know the marshal of the town personally. I’m pretty sure he would lock up anyone who expressed their disapproval with more than a civilized word or two. The plain fact is, folks need to look after their own business. That’s more than most of ‘em can handle.”

He reached to pat her hand. “In fact, I’m not gonna move a lot of that stuff. Most of the furniture will stay. Me an’ ol’ Charley an’ our personal items will be moved in out here within a few days.”

Coralín looked at him. It was news to her. 

He smiled and said, “I’ll be in a room down the hall near Miguel’s room until the wedding.” Miguel and Julio are going to move our things—yours and mine—into our new house while we’re on our honeymoon. Okay?”

Coralín smiled and nodded.

Wes glanced at Maria Elena. “After that, it’s all yours. So less than a week?”

Beaming, she stood and hugged his neck. “Gracias, gracias, mi hermano especial! Gracias!”

Wes grinned. “De nada. No problemo.”  

Coralín looked at her. “Does Mamá know you’re leaving?”

“Yes, and she has given me her blessing. She understands. Everybody needs love in their life.” She hesitated, then said, “But she didn’t know it would be so soon. I’ll tell her in the morning.”

She turned back to Wes. “Thank you again, my brother. I’m very glad you have come into our lives. Just one thing, though. I insist on paying you for the house.”

“You already have, Maria Elena. You accepted me from my first visit. You always made me feel welcome. When I move out, I will fill out the deed to the house in your name. It will be yours, lock, stock, barrel an’ barn, to do with as you please. An’ that isn’t enough to repay your kindness by half.”

She wiped a tear from her cheek and hugged him again. Quietly she said, “Gracias again, mi hermano, mi amigo.” She stepped back, said, “Buenos noches,” then turned and went back into the house.

Coralín reached for Wes’ hand. “That was very sweet of you.”

He grinned. “Was it? Did I build up any points?”

She giggled. “Señor Crowley, you’ve already built up a lifetime of points.” She leaned forward, put her right elbow on the table, her chin in her hand and looked at him. “So when do you plan to start redeeming them?”

Wes slid his chair back and stood. “Whoa. I’m pretty sure we need to get you off to bed.” He heard it as he said it, and he grinned despite himself. “Alone.” He extended his hand.

As she placed her hand in his, she smiled. “All right, if that’s the way you want it. But I’m telling you, according to some of my friends, you’re going to need to eat a lot of clams before the honeymoon.”

He frowned. “Do you mean oysters?”

She nodded. “Yes, oysters. That’s it.” 

“Did your friends tell you why?”

“No, only that I would be very glad.”

Wes laughed. “All right. All right.” He saw her inside and down the hallway to her room. There they stopped for a moment. 

She squeezed his hand and said, “Goodnight.” Then she rose onto her tiptoes and kissed him on the right cheek.

He pulled her into an embrace for a moment. As he released her, he said, “Oysters, eh? Well, we do live in a fishing village.” Then he laughed and shook his head as he turned and walked down the hall. 

* * *
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The next few weeks sped by as Wes went about his normal duties. His days were extended as he conducted marksmanship training of his deputy, Abregón “Abe” Reyes, Ignacio Herrerra and a couple other men from the Tres Cruces ranch southeast of Agua Perlado. 

It was very similar to the training he had received as a young Texas Ranger, but much longer and more involved. Instead of putting them through the course a few times a day for two or three days, he was meeting with them a few hours per day for three weeks. 

Each time they met, Wes taught them a new skill and then they practiced. Each succeeding time they met, they practiced whatever new skill he brought as well as the previous skills they had learned. Finally, when necessary, he had them repeat any skills that seemed more difficult for them.

Wes didn’t mind investing his time in the young men. Abe had been coming along fine in his duties as a deputy. Ignacio had expressed an avid interest in becoming a deputy as well, should the opportunity arise. Every time Wes had called on Ignacio for his help in matters of upholding the law, the young man had dropped everything else and rushed to help. 

During the training, Wes taught them to shoot both revolvers and carbines at stationary targets. For the revolvers, the targets were placed at twenty, thirty and forty yards just as they were on the practice range outside of Amarillo. But for the carbines, they fired on targets at forty, seventy and a hundred yards.

With the carbines too, Wes had been taught only to shoot from the standing, or off hand position. But once his charges were proficient in the off hand position, Wes taught them to shoot from the kneeling position and while lying prone. 

When both the young men got in the habit of hitting the target every time they attempted it, Wes switched them to shooting on the move.  

In the Rangers, he had moved from stationary targets to shooting from horseback. But here on his own range, he had the young men run the course several times on three different days on foot. They had to get through the course as quickly as they could, but on foot. He emphasized speed with their feet, but accuracy with their shooting. 

By the end of the third day of that type of training, both men were hitting everything they fired at and getting through the course in record time.

Finally they had graduated to running through the course on horseback. 

Wes had them simply ride through the course, repeatedly, on the first day. That was to get the horses, not them, used to the course. 

The next day he had them do the same thing, but with the reins in their teeth. They didn’t pull their weapons and they weren’t allowed to touch the saddle horn. That was to teach them to use pressure from their knees to give their horses what little guidance they needed.

Finally the third day he sent them through the course with their revolvers. They both did fairly well, but anything less than one hundred percent was failure. 

As Wes expected, they questioned him. After all, hitting five of six targets was almost certain success. 

Wes just grinned. “Almost means you’re tryin’ to guess what the other guy’s gonna do, and you can’t. If the guy you didn’t shoot ducks away an’ hides, you’re fine, at least until you turn your back. But if he doesn’t duck away an’ hide, an’ if he’s had any trainin’ at all, he’ll kill you graveyard dead.”

Wes shook his head. “Tell you what, even if your stone reads Killed by One Out of a Hundred, you’re still just as cold. Now run the course again.”

They understood. Neither questioned his methods again. 

They were in the last week, during which they practiced every technique Wes had taught them. The first three days they hit every target with every shot. Neither one missed even one time. They were ready. Still, there were two days to go. 

Not only did Wes want them to use those days, but the young men themselves wanted to use those days. Achievement is good. Affirmation is better. 

On the afternoon of the day before the last day of training, Wes pulled Ignacio Herrerra aside. “You still wantin’ to be a deputy?”

“Oh, sí señor alguacil.”

“All right. Why don’t you talk with el jefe tonight and ask him if he can spare you. I’ll need you startin’ the day after tomorrow for about fifteen days. 

“You, me and Abe will all be together for a few days. Then right after my weddin’, me an’ Coralín are headin’ out of town. We’ll be gone for about ten days. Durin’ that time, you an’ Abe will split the duties the same way he and I split them now. That sound all right with you?”

Ignacio grinned. “Oh sí, sí. You can count on me being there. If the boss tells me I can’t go,” and he shrugged, “then I will just have to quit.” 

“Whoa, whoa. You don’t wanna go quittin’ your job. I imagine they’ll give you leave to be my deputy for a couple three weeks. Don’t go gettin’ ahead of yourself. All right?”

“Yes sir. All right.”

Wes laughed. “All right.” He clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll see you in the mornin’.”

The next morning Herrerra sought him out. “The boss said he would try to live without me for a few weeks.” He grinned.

Wes grinned too. “Perfect. All right. 

“Tomorrow mornin’ I’ll need you to meet me at the jail at say eight o’clock. Bring your blanket roll and your possibles. Whatever you’ll need for the next few weeks. We’ll work out the details of the schedule an’ all that over the next few days. All right?
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