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      The Orange County Romance Writers devote this anthology to long-standing member, Louella Nelson, who passed away one month before publication. She wrote her last romance for this book, an act of generosity and support to the romance community. It is fitting, since she was unfailing in her friendships and support of other writers during her entire writing and teaching career.
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      THE EL OCASO RANCHO WORLD  AND THE GALTERO FAMILY

      Hearts for the Holidays centers around the descendants of the fictional El Ocaso rancho. The contributing authors created a shared fictional family and rancho, and then wrote stories about individuals from different generations living on the land. Each story in this second anthology features a holiday. The stories are organized by the progression of holidays through the year, beginning with Valentine’s Day and concluding with New Year’s Eve.

      A SHORT HISTORY OF EL OCASO

      In 1842, for his brave military service, Mexico granted Rafael Ramon Galtero y Vicente a rancho in what would become south Orange County, California. He brought his wife, Yoana, and their young sons, Joaquin and Cisco, to establish a cattle ranch. He named the rancho El Ocaso because they could watch the sun set over the Pacific Ocean from the home he built. A sizable 50,000 acres, the roughly rectangular-shaped rancho stretched from the beaches of what is now south Orange County, up into the hills, canyons, and valleys lying to the east.

      During the next several years, Yoana gave birth to four more children. Rafael, his sons, and a few nephews ran cattle over the vast rancho for decades. During the Civil War, the rancho supplied beef to Fort Tejon.

      In the 1860s, Galtero’s sons Joaquin, Cisco, Anaias, and Pedro helped manage the large estate, taking on various leadership roles. As their children were born and grew, those sons continued to work on the estate as a team. Neighboring ranchos divided into parcels and new cities incorporated on former rancho lands, but the Galteros kept their legacy in the family, largely by dividing it between the male heirs, who remained unified protectors of the family legacy for three generations, carrying the Galtero name and blood forward. Though they did not inherit land, the daughters were gifted with financial dowries when they married.

      As droughts and other events eventually devastated the Galtero ranching operation, the various descendants repurposed the land for agriculture. They devoted large tracts to vineyards, but those efforts failed in just two short decades when disease devastated the grape vines.

      Next, the sons cultivated the richest land tracts to grow oranges, collectively selling their fruit under the El Ocaso name. Meanwhile, much of the land remained undeveloped, even as limited sections were sold off, and/or ceded for civil projects, like county and city roads, flood control, urban housing and/or small business development.

      Over time, ranchos in the north end of Orange County disappeared, their land incorporated into towns during the late 1800s and early 1900s, El Ocaso remained largely intact under the family’s ownership until the late 1900s, Not until the end of the twentieth century did development significantly decrease the remaining land ownership under the Galtero name. By 2024, much of the remaining land had been bequeathed to, transferred, or inherited by the great and great-great grandchildren, who sold or further developed it.

      While the Galtero descendants continue to own significant real estate in Orange County, they are scattered throughout the region. The original homestead has been repeatedly enlarged and remodeled and finally turned into a hotel. Today, it’s a luxury resort high in the hills above the sea.

      We hope you’ll enjoy the individual stories as they recount various romantic encounters from across the Galtero generations.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Carpenter’s Gift by Linda Carroll-Bradd

        Historical Romance (1864)

      

      

      A sheltered woman on a California rancho can’t stop thinking of the handsome carpenter hired by her father. But his profession demands he travel for jobs, which casts doubt on the possibility of a relationship.

      
        
        Heart & Soul by Selene Grace Silver

        Historical Romance (1939)

      

      

      Socialite Paloma Galtero holds onto her independence as fiercely as her family hangs onto their historical rancho. Hollywood composer Gerard Flores wants more than her love; he wants her heart and soul joined to him in marriage. Can he win her over on the night of her Halloween masquerade gala?

      
        
        She Sells Sea Spells by Ciara Blume

        Contemporary Paranormal Romance

      

      

      When Luna's magical proposal business suffers its first disaster, she's forced to partner with her high school heartbreak Bowie, who doesn't even seem to remember her! Working together to fix his botched engagement means risking everything she's built, including her carefully guarded heart.

      
        
        Curtain Call in Carver Landing by Jenny Hansen

        Contemporary Romance

      

      

      A single mom, her brilliant son, and a guarded drama teacher find love, courage, and a second chance at happily-ever-after . . . all sealed with a New Year’s Day kiss.

      
        
        Dance of Love and Death by Louella Nelson

        Contemporary Romance

      

      

      On Día de los Muertos, gardening writer Carolina Galtero finds herself far from home, facing a bull arena challenge before a circle of powerful politicians and the commanding gaze of diplomat Mateo del Mar. His call for valentía stirs both fear and desire, making her wonder if this day is meant for destiny rather than remembrance.

      
        
        Sol by Maricela de Barcelo

        Contemporary Romance

      

      

      A broken-down van. A mother’s last wish. And a reluctant veterinarian with a condo he can’t sell. What starts as a favor turns into a journey of healing, discovery, and a love that might just be destiny.

      
        
        Love Beneath the Veil by Domino Savoie

        Contemporary Romance

      

      

      Destiny Galtero doesn’t take risks. Not after a lifetime of being told she was too much—too curvy, too impulsive, too visible. But one stolen moment onstage, veiled in sheer silk and glittering coins, changes everything—because Griffin looks at her like he’s been waiting for her to set him on fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Carpenter’s Gift

        By Linda Carroll-Bradd

      

      
        Heart and Soul

        By Selene Grace Silver

      

      
        She Sells Sea Spells

        By Ciara Blume

      

      
        Curtain Call in Carver Landing

        By Jenny Hansen

      

      
        Dance of Love and Death

        By Louella Nelson

      

      
        Sol

        By Maricela De Barcelo

      

      
        Love Beneath The Veil

        By Domino Savoie

      

    

    
      
        About Orange County Romance Writers

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Carpenter’s Gift

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          BY LINDA CARROLL-BRADD

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Carpenter’s Gift
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        Night of the Radishes, 1864

        Genre: Historical Romance

      

      

      

      A woodcarver arrives at the Galtero Rancho in December to build a bookshelf. Two sisters, who had been lamenting the lack of bachelors in the region, vie for his attention. Their personalities are different and Androu, the woodcarver, feels a definite pull to one. Although Ventura worries about how her family will accept this itinerant worker, she can’t suppress her feelings. During the radish decorating party on Noche de los Rabanos (December 23), Androu presents her with a special carving as his love token. But how can a homebody and a wanderer decide on a place to live?
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        To the magic of love at first sight.
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        Early December 1864—Southern California

      

      

      

      Gray clouds hung low over the brown foothills dotted with a multitude of trees, whose bare branches provided stark contrast. The jacarandas hung like huge mushrooms while the quaking aspens shot straight toward the sky.

      Ventura Galtero gazed out of the window of the moving carriage, past her older brother Cisco who paced his buckskin gelding several feet to the right. Her oldest brother, Joaquin, would be riding in similar formation on the left side of the carriage with her youngest brother, Pablo, bringing up the rear. Pobrecito…the youngest male always performed the grunt duties. He would be eating dust as the rancho’s vaqueros described the task. She wasn’t sure if the rancho’s second carriage, carrying the two married couples who worked for her parents, rode before or behind theirs.

      Back at El Ocaso, three other ranch hands had stayed behind from church services and tended the cattle herd.

      To her left, her younger sister, Olinda, did something that kept jabbing an elbow into Ventura’s side. In the spirit of today being the day of rest, she bit her tongue about the irritating action.

      Casta, her sister-in-law, and Mamá discussed the minister’s homily about charity and what they might do to fulfill that duty in the upcoming holiday season.

      “Olinda, calm your fussing, mí hija. You’ll wear out the fabric of your dress.”

      “Ay, Mamá.” Olinda flopped back against the leather seat cushions, emitting a loud sigh. “These rides from Aliso are so boring. And no one new attended services, so what is there to talk about?”

      Ventura gave one last look at the landscape, wishing she’d brought along a drawing tablet and her colored pencils. Although winter was the least picturesque month in Southern California, she might sketch something worthy. A new drawing could demonstrate an opposite season to her summer drawings of life and abundance. She angled her head to take in Olinda’s dramatic pose like she’d been smashed against the back of the bench seat. “Today is Sunday, hermana. It is not supposed to be exciting.”

      Turning her head, Olinda narrowed her eyes. “Not everyone is satisfied with reading and needlework and sketching like you, Ventura.” Her upper lip curled. “Some of us like excitement and dancing and pretty clothes.” She raked her gaze up and down, then lifted her nose into the air.

      True, Olinda, with her luxurious wavy brown hair, liked bright and shiny things, whereas Ventura, whose dark hair contained red highlights, chose more sedate colors to avoid clashing.

      “Olinda, do not be unkind.” Mamá leaned forward and rested a hand on her younger daughter’s knee. “Sisters should always support one another.”

      A gunshot rang out, followed by two more.

      Horses whinnied.

      Olinda screamed and dove for the floor.

      Something pounded twice on the carriage roof. “¡Bandidos!” A whip snapped in the air. “¡Corre!”

      The carriage rolled faster, swaying and bouncing.

      Papá’s voice. Her heart beat double time. Ventura braced a hand against the carriage wall and looked outside.

      “Get down. Protect yourselves.” Pointing into the carriage, Cisco rode close, his stare direct atop his bushy moustache. “Pull the shades, Ventura.” Then he galloped Libre away, drawing and shooting his pistol.

      Multiple gunshots blasted from behind. Rapid-fire pistol shots mingled with sporadic throaty rifle shots.

      With shaking fingers, she yanked on the thongs and let the rolled leather window covering drop into place. Bracing her feet, she fought against the carriage’s jostling to maintain her balance.

      On the other side of the carriage, Casta repeated the same action. “Hurry, Mamá. Let’s get down.” She grasped the older woman’s arm and dropped onto the carriage floor.

      With their stiff crinolines sticking out at all angles, the women shoved and fought their clothes to make room for four bodies in the narrow space.

      More shots sounded, from close by and far away.

      Blood pounded in her ears. Ventura hugged her legs and set her forehead atop her knees, pushing against the brim of her hat. The carriage’s bumps and jolts were harder than before. But squished into this space, she barely felt the rough movements.

      Mamá prayed in Spanish for salvation and the safety of all who helped keep them unharmed.

      Olinda’s quiet sobbing provided a counterpoint to the pounding of galloping hoofbeats and shouts from their men.

      The carriage rolled down the path at breakneck speed. Several minutes passed without the reports of gunfire.

      Ventura loosened her grip, unwound her arms, and lifted her head. “I think the danger’s past.”

      “We wait. Your father will tell us so.” Mamá narrowed her eyes but kept her right cheek atop her knees.

      The carriage slowed to a normal pace and continued for several minutes.

      Ventura wished for the chance to look out the window again so she could spot a landmark. How close to the rancho have we traveled? But from this angle, she saw only a lot of blue sky and tree branches when the leather covering swayed.

      Papá had always told tales of when he and Mamá first came to El Ocaso Rancho at a time when Mexico still controlled vast parts of the area that became California. He was gifted a tract of land for his loyal military service. He and his cousins, Franco and Pedro who also emigrated, were always vigilant to protect the growing cattle herd from those who would steal what wasn’t theirs.

      But she hadn’t heard of such instances of running from bandits occurring since growing old enough to understand discussions about rancho business.

      A double tap sounded on the roof. “Estamos a salvo. We are safe.”

      Mamá uttered her prayer of thanksgiving.

      Breathing out a sigh, Ventura levered herself onto the seat and pushed aside the window covering. The ground under the wheels whizzed by in a blur. Dark blobs of trees moved into and out of her vision too fast to be named by type.

      Cisco rode in position like before, his back straight and his head moving so he could view the passing landscape.

      Knowing the men in the family would keep them safe, she leaned back and did her best to catch her breath.

      Still sniffling, Olinda dabbed at her cheeks and eyes with a lace handkerchief.

      Murmured voices revealed her oldest brother, Joaquin, riding Fuerte close enough to clasp his gloved hand atop his wife’s. His dark brows flattened into straight lines. The pair gazed into one another’s eyes.

      Such amor. A pang gripped Veronica’s chest. She wanted a man to look at her with the same fierce love and devotion Casta received. The personal moment appeared too intimate, and she glanced away. Joaquin, normally serious and dedicated to his cattle-related duties on the rancho, had softened since Casta and her father arrived for a visit in the spring. Following their summer wedding, he became outright protective of his new esposa.

      The carriage made a turn to the right, which meant it traveled into the lane leading to the house, and angled backward as the team trotted up the rise. She glanced up and caught sight of the overhead carved gateway sign boasting the rancho’s name. “We’re almost home.”

      “Gracias, St. Joseph,” Mamá murmured.

      Nodding, Ventura acknowledged her mother’s gratitude to the patron saint of homes. She and Olinda might have just been lamenting earlier today about El Ocaso’s remote location, where few eligible bachelors lived. If any romantic spark existed between the sisters and the single men, the connection would have happened by now. But the world inside the rancho’s walls, where she resided with all her family under the same roof, represented safety—more so today than ever before. To return to the familiar was what she needed. She closed her eyes and let the wagon’s gentle swaying lull her previously wild thoughts back to calm ones.

      “Whoa. Détente.” Papá’s sharp whistle rent the air. “Joaquin, Cisco, go inquire who owns that wagon.”

      Wagon? An unexpected visitor? Ventura popped open her eyes.

      “Ya, corre.” Libre’s galloping hoofbeats grew fainter.

      “Yoana, mi cielo. Keep the girls inside.” Papá’s voice filtered through the window.

      “Si, mi amor. We are fine with waiting.” Mamá swept her gaze around the carriage interior and nodded.

      Shaking her head, Ventura sat forward, rolling up and tying off the leather window covering. From this side of the carriage, the view was only of the ranch house. “Olinda, what can you see?”

      “I don’t want to look.” Olinda hunched her shoulders and angled away from the still-covered carriage window. “Not after what we just suffered through.”

      “Olinda, you should not worry so.” Casta rolled up the covering. “Nothing will happen now that we’re home. Your brothers and father will not let it be so.” Twisting, she pushed her head through the opening. “¡Cielos! A strange-looking wagon is parked in front of the big barn.”

      “What’s strange about it?” Ventura slid along the bench seat next to Olinda, irritated at the restraint posed by their voluminous skirts. She leaned forward but couldn’t see past her sister.

      “The sides are taller than those on the farm wagon and have windows and shutters. The curved roof is made of wood and has a stovepipe sticking out the top.” Casta turned back, her cinnamon-colored eyes wide. “Like someone might live inside it.”

      Curiosity overcame any residual worry Ventura felt. “Olinda, switch places.”

      “Gladly.” Crooking her knees, Olinda turned sideways and scooted along the upholstered seat, using her boot heels to propel her along.

      Ventura rose and stepped sideways to claim the position next to the far window. Pressing her chest to the side wall, she looked outside and spotted what Casta mentioned. The colorful wagon charmed with bright-yellow paint on the wheel spokes, green vines painted along the walls, and red flowers decorating the small shutters. Scalloped edges lined the roof sides and added decoration to the tops and bottoms of the four-paned windows. A multi-colored horse stood at the front, still harnessed to the traces. The enchanting vehicle belonged in a fairy story. “Oh.” The word escaped on a sigh.

      Joaquin dismounted from Fuero and held his pistol near his waist. “Hey, you in the wagon. Show yourself.”

      How could a person who lived in such a delightful wagon pose any threat requiring a weapon? Ventura opened her mouth to chide her brother, then thought better of such a rash action.

      Remaining in the saddle, Cisco rested his right forearm on the saddle horn and leveled his weapon on the wagon’s back door.

      A moment passed before the door swung outward.

      Who is this person? Ventura leaned farther until the window frame dug into her shoulder. But she didn’t care.

      A dark head of shoulder-length black hair emerged first. Then, a man emerged onto the narrow step that ran the width of the wagon bed. After straightening to his full height, he jerked his head back. Slowly, he lifted his splayed hands even with his broad shoulders.

      Even from this distance, she saw his eyes widen at the sight before him. Who wouldn’t when two guns pointed in his direction? But she couldn’t hear what was being said among the three men. Irritation ran through her. Was the man a tinker come to sell his wares? Someone who was lost on the way to another location? A relative with news from distant lands? At the silly flight of fancy, she shook her head.

      Slow hoofbeats approached. Pablo eased Roja opposite the window. Holding the reins pressed to his thigh, he leaned toward the carriage. “Vee, who do you think that is?” Dark brown eyes glinted from under his hat brim.

      “A tradesman, probably.” Ventura glanced at her youngest brother. At seventeen, his body hadn’t filled out with muscle yet. His face still sported the soft skin and scant whiskers of youth. “You’re not constrained by your gender. You could ride up there and find out.”

      “If Rafael wanted all three of his sons to investigate, he would have called for Pablocito.” Mamá leaned into the carriage’s middle to make eye contact. “Pablo will act as our guard and protector. Sí, mi hijo?” She beamed at her youngest child.

      “Aye, Mamácita.” Pablo saluted, then clamped his mouth tight.

      Ventura looked back in time to see a document exchange hands between the stranger and Joaquin. What could be on the paper? How unfair that the women were never in the midst of what was happening.

      Joaquin vaulted onto Fuero, wheeled the gelding in a half circle, and galloped toward the waiting carriage.

      But Ventura kept her gaze on the stranger, who now sat on the top wagon step with his forearms propped on his knees.

      Loose black pants tucked into the tops of brown leather boots that rose to his knee. A leather thong laced the V-neck opening of his rust-colored shirt with balloon sleeves tapering to tight cuffs at his wrists.

      This exotic man dressed like no one she had ever seen before. A compulsion, almost a yearning, to meet him filled her.
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      Androu Gervasio met the narrowed gaze of the man astride his buckskin horse about ten feet away. Not the first time he’d faced down suspicious looks and drawn guns. But such a standoff usually didn’t happen when he arrived at a location where he’d been invited and where a much-needed job waited. He stretched his left hand into the vardo. But seeing the rider stiffen, he stilled. “I’m reaching for an instrument. Mind if I play my bouzouki?”

      From where he lounged in the saddle, the mustachioed man jerked up his chin.

      Reaching high, Androu lifted the drawstring of the cloth bag from a wall hook and held the instrument across his thighs. Once freed from the protective covering, the burnished wood of the long-necked lute shone in the sunlight. He settled the rounded base between his legs and wrapped his left hand around the fretted neck. Head down, he focused on the strings, his long hair swinging forward along his cheeks. He strummed the strings in a melody he’d been composing. Sweet, haunting notes filled the air. In his mind rose lyrics of lonely trails and solitary campfires and moonlit meals.

      Hoofbeats broke his concentration. He flattened his hand against the strings before looking up to see the terse man had returned.

      “Gervasio.”

      He appreciated the change in this man’s tone. “Androu will do.”

      The dark-haired man with erect posture nodded. “Androu, I apologize for our initial encounter. My papá thought your arrival wasn’t until next week. He neglected to inform me to expect a guest. I’m Joaquin Galtero y Fermin, foreman here at El Ocaso. That’s my brother, Cisco.”

      Some hospitality for greeting a guest. “Glad to see the guns are now holstered.” He covered the bouzouki and set it onto the vardo’s floor.

      Joaquin dragged a hand down his face. “Only minutes earlier, we were set upon by three bandits on our return from town.”

      “Understood.” Having lived through similar experiences himself, Androu knew how a body still ran with tension following such a frightening encounter. “Everyone all right? You retained all your animals?”

      “We did. Gracias for asking.” Joaquin swept an arm toward the house. “The women will have a meal on the table in about twenty minutes. You are welcome to join us.”

      Unusual. “Appreciate the invite. I’d like to tend to my gelding first.” Androu rose, making only slow movements and keeping his hands loose at his sides. “Mind if I turn him out into the pasture?”

      “You’re welcome to.” Joaquin shared a glance with his brother. “You’ll find a washbasin on the porch at the back of the kitchen.”

      On the bottom step, Androu stiffened. So, the hired help enters through the back?

      Both men dismounted and headed toward the barn.

      Cisco glanced over his shoulder. “We all go through the kitchen, Androu. Not being elitist.”

      He must not have masked his reaction well enough. “Efcharisto.” He reached up and slipped off the headband. Loosening the slipknot on the leather thong around his wrist, he used it to pull his hair into a queue. After collecting the grooming bucket from the driver’s box, Androu moved to Xenos’s head and scratched under his bristly chin. “You doing all right, feelos?” He went through the routine of unbuckling the harness, brushing out the chestnut’s coat, and cleaning his hooves.

      Holding onto Xenos’s bridle, he led him down the barn’s middle aisle, noting the rows of six stalls on each side. The capacity showcased the ranch as a prosperous one. Through the back door, he spotted the men tending their horses off to the left. He walked Xenos to a water trough and let him drink his fill. Their trip this morning hadn’t been long—only ten miles from the neighboring Avila Rancho—so Xenos wouldn’t need to feed at this time.

      Following the Galteros’ actions, he released his horse into the fenced pasture and watched that he wasn’t attacked by a territorial animal before trailing the men toward the house. He glanced around at a well-kept garden space edged on the perimeter with citrus trees, possibly limes. Only a small portion displaying browning vines were probably the last potatoes to be harvested. Growing vegetables must have been hard over the past two years of drought. But he had driven on a single-lane bridge over a creek on his approach. So the rancho had its own resources to draw on.

      As soon as the back door opened, savory smells rolled into the covered space where Androu soaped up his hands and forearms. His stomach rumbled. After rinsing off the lather, he untied the thong, ran wet hands over his hair to tame the thick waves, and resecured the tie. He wore his everyday clothes, which weren’t up to the quality of these two men with their vests, string ties, and jackets. But he figured they saw his attire before extending the invitation. His agreed-upon job here on El Ocaso was to build bookshelves, not impress anyone with his wardrobe.

      Cisco stood on the threshold and waved a beckoning hand. “Follow us.”

      “Ne.” Androu nodded and scraped his boots on the sisal mat before stepping onto the rust-colored tile floor. Warm air surrounded him like a blanket. He hadn’t realized how the outside air had been cooling fast. But the scents of browning masa and seasoned beef and fried squash took him back to his mitera’s kitchen. Not only the scents, but the bustling of the two women orchestrating the food preparation with barely a comment to each other as they moved from counter to stove to an oval table in the corner made him miss home. He caught a glimpse of Cisco disappearing through a door on the opposite side of the room, and he hastened to follow. His view of the house from the outside indicated it was big enough that he wouldn’t want to get lost and wander where he shouldn’t.

      Turning the corner into a narrow hallway, he hesitated at the sudden dimness.

      “Josefa, I found the⁠—”

      A body bumped into his, enveloping him in sensations of curves and femininity. He grabbed hold of soft upper arms and held tight to keep this mystery woman upright. Tipping down his chin, he met her gaze.

      “Oh. Lo siento.” She blinked fast.

      A puff of air brushed his lips. Androu’s vision adjusted to the low light. Her upturned face revealed tanned skin, a pert nose, and generous lips. He stared into widened eyes that reminded him of a walnut burl with swirls of wheat-colored wood grain through the predominant deep brown. “Te perdono.” The longer he looked into this beautiful woman’s eyes, the more he thought a spell had been cast.

      “Ventura, where’s the platter I asked for?”

      Blinking fast, the woman cleared her throat. “Right here. I’m coming.” Tensing against the restraint on her arms, she stepped back and dropped her gaze.

      At her silent signal, he reluctantly released his hold, then drew in his fingers to hold the warmth of their connection. He turned sideways to allow sufficient passing room in the narrow space.

      Flashing a quick smile, she swept past and into the kitchen.

      Besides the rustle of skirts, all she left in her wake was a sweet scent with a hint of grapes and honey that he breathed in—jacaranda. Turning, he walked toward the light at the end of the hall but was dumbfounded on where to go next.

      “Straight ahead through the dining room and go left at the wide hallway.”

      The helpful instructions spoken in her soft voice reassured him in these unfamiliar surroundings. But when he glanced over his shoulder, he saw only an empty walkway. Why did the sight cause an ache in his chest? Moving through a stranger’s house was not an unfamiliar act for a itinerate carpenter. But this time, Androu disliked walking away from the woman named Ventura.

      As he approached an open doorway from which multiple voices spilled, he hesitated. While on a job, he worked with confidence because of his strong carpentry skills, often becoming invisible within the household or business. When approached in those situations, he always relied on talking about the progress of the project. But on his own, he usually judged his conversational skills inadequate. His outgoing sister, Zelia, who never met a stranger, told him more than once—they’re just people.

      He glanced over his shoulder, hoping to see his mystery woman…Ventura…appear and guide him into the gathering. When no savior materialized, he squared his shoulders and moved to the doorway. The parlor was richly furnished with a mixture of rustics and refined styles—blocky chairs of thick wood and wide leather seats and backs sat near Queen Anne-style upholstered chairs with delicate cabriole legs. Two chandeliers graced the high ceiling, and multiple sets of mullioned windows let in the afternoon light. Colorful rag rugs adorned the wide plank floors. Flames danced along logs in a big arched fireplace.

      “Ah, here is our guest.” A mustachioed man with dark hair displaying streaks of gray at the temples approached, his right hand extended. He walked with a bowlegged gait. “I’m Rafael Galtero y Vicente, the owner of El Ocaso Rancho. I wish your arrival had gone more smoothly.”

      Androu stepped deeper into the room and accepted the handclasp. “Androu Gervasio, sir. I was glad to hear none of your family came to harm.”

      “Gracias.” Smiling, he waved an arm toward the room’s interior. “Come meet the rest of the family.”

      Androu followed, relieved to see that Joaquin and Cisco were in their shirtsleeves with no sign of their bolo ties. He shook hands with vaqueros and cousins who worked the rancho, as well as the owner’s wife, Yoanna, and another daughter. Olinda gazed into his eyes boldly before batting her eyelashes and held onto his hand a little too long. He’d encountered such types while on previous jobs and learned the hard way that he should avoid being alone with them.

      “Señor Gervasio, would you like a glass of lemonade?”

      The feminine voice provided a timely excuse to extricate himself from this awkward introduction. After reclaiming his hand, he shifted to meet Señora Galtero’s gaze. “That would be much appreciated.”

      The older woman twisted to the side table and lifted a crystal pitcher and a matching glass. Intricate embroidery decorated her cream-colored blouse. “Señor Gervasio, tell us about yourself. We here at El Ocaso are well-known to each other, so we love hearing about the wider world.”

      “Efcharisto, er, gracias.” He accepted the proffered glass and sipped the sweet-tart beverage that quenched a thirst he hadn’t realized had grown while he waited. “Where to start? I was raised in Los Angeles by parents who own a store that specializes in products from Mexico and Central America.” He glanced around, saw an empty chair—thankfully, it was a sturdy one—and claimed it. “I have two brothers and two sisters…all younger.” From behind came the swishing of skirts and the soft padding of feet. Angling his head, he watched Ventura cross the room to settle on a settee cushion next to her sister.

      “Ah, señor.” Señora Galtero nodded. “This is my elder daughter, Ventura.”

      Should he say they’d already met? But had they really? If he did, he’d lose a chance to get close again. He stood and walked across the rag rug, holding out his right hand. “Good afternoon, Señorita Galtero. My name is Androu Gervasio, the carpenter. Mucho gusto.”

      “Encantado de conocerte. Please call me Ventura.” Tilting up her head, she slid her palm across his and squeezed.

      Her smile exposed dimples in her cheeks, and her dark eyes twinkled. He returned what felt like a rusty smile, wishing they were back in the hallway and not in a room full of her family members. But that fact couldn’t be changed. With a dip of his chin, he stepped back. The skin on the back of his neck prickled, and he assumed he was still the object of everyone’s attention.

      A bell tinkled.

      “The meal is ready, Yoanna.”

      “Gracias, Luisa.” Señora Galtero rose and smoothed her dark skirt. “Let’s proceed to the dining room.”

      For Androu, the next hour was a riot of noise with different conversations bombarding him from all directions. For a man used to the company of his horse, being at a table containing fourteen other people—in addition to crystal goblets, cloth napkins, multiple pieces of silverware—overwhelmed his senses.

      Rafael enacted what Androu thought was an old-fashioned practice. Several dishes and platters of food surrounded his place at the head of the table, and he served a portion of each food onto a plate and passed it along.

      Following a blessing on the food, everyone dug into their meals, silencing the chatter for several minutes.

      After the first few bites, Androu never wanted to leave El Ocaso. The shredded beef with its blended spices, topped with guacamole, tasted so good inside the fresh tortillas. Red pepper flakes and sage leaves accented the fried acorn squash. But the best were the warm sopaipillas with honey drizzled over the cinnamon-sugar coating. When he was a boy, he prized this dessert as his favorite.

      Leaning back in his chair, he sipped and enjoyed the robust coffee with a hint of chicory.

      Ventura sat on the opposite side of the table and down three chairs, between her younger brother and one of the cooks. Across from her were a couple of the rancho’s vaqueros.

      While he contemplated ways he and she might have additional conversations, he kept aware of her with sideways glances. He watched for any partiality she showed to the other men but didn’t see any special attachment. For five years, he guarded his heart following a disastrous engagement with Maria, the daughter of Papá’s banker. In all that time, he’d not felt such a connection with another woman. Could he trust this woman enough to open himself?
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      All through putting away the scant amount of remaining food and washing dishes, Ventura let the chatting of the other women serve as background sound. She thought of the possibilities for filling the afternoon that might include Androu. On some Sundays, family members separated and pursued their own hobbies. On others, they gathered to play rummy or cribbage, dominoes, or board games like checkers or chess or igo.

      The occasions when a handsome stranger visited were so infrequent that she couldn’t remember the last time. Definitely, such a visit hadn’t happened since she’d been looking at single men as potential mates. Most visitors arrived to conduct rancho business with Papá or Joaquin and were established landowners with wives at home.

      Since the moment when she’d felt Androu’s strong hold in the hallway, she fought the flutters in her stomach. In that instant, when she stood so close and inhaled his herbal scent, she had trouble breathing. Even in the dim light, his hazel eyes held her spellbound…like the descriptions in the sensation novels she read. Wiping her hands on a dishtowel, she glanced around. “Where’s Olinda?”

      Mamá looked up from drying a platter and scanned the kitchen. “She was here when we started. Where could she have gone?” She blinked and gazed at the other women.

      Why did Mamá sound so surprised? If her younger sister could find a way to escape chores, she did. And usually with no remorse at all.

      “That one.” Josefa tsked and scrubbed at a spot on the stove. “Did you not see her during the meal?”

      “What was I supposed to see?” Frowning, Mamá gripped the towel.

      Dread grabbed Ventura’s throat. Not being in the kitchen meant only one thing. Olinda snuck back to the parlor. She couldn’t have resisted returning to the mysterious stranger in their midst.

      The cooks exchanged wide-eyed looks and shrugged.

      “Josefa, Luisa, how long have we known each other?” Mamá glanced between the two, then waved a hand toward Ventura. “You married Rafael’s cousins before Ventura here was even born. Certainly, long enough for you to speak honestly.”

      Luisa shook her head, causing her long braid to dance along her spine. “She spent the entire meal making calf eyes at the carpenter.” She lifted a griddle from the sudsy water and dunked it into the rinse bucket.

      “No daughter of mine…” Mamá drummed her fingers on the counter. “Surely, Rafael is…”

      Ventura swallowed hard and grabbed up the griddle, bending her head so no one could spot her hurt expression. She scrubbed the towel against the cast iron surface. If Olinda decided Androu was hers, then what hope did Ventura have? Ever since their childhood, she’d suffered listening to people compliment Olinda’s hair that bounced just so and her eyes like the darkest of chocolate and her dainty little feet. Olinda was vivacious and the life of the party; Ventura proved herself reliable by cleaning up after the party.

      “Well, I declare the duties completed.” Mamá linked her arm with her daughter’s. “Shall we head back to the parlor?”

      “Sure.” Ventura folded the towel and set it on the counter.

      “I promised Franco we’d spend the afternoon together.” Shrugging, Josefa pointed toward the back door.

      Luisa sidled up next to Josefa, her lips twisted downward. “And Pedro wanted me at our cabin so we could read again Soledad’s letter and compose a response.” Her mouth turned down. “Our daughter wants to drop out of teachers college because she’s homesick.”

      Sometimes, Ventura wished she had a passion like Soledad’s that would have propelled her off the rancho in her younger years. But the private tutors Papá hired for her brothers, who were strongly encouraged to include her and Olinda in the classroom, always provided enough education. “Sí, let’s rejoin the others.” She worked to force a note of gaiety into her voice.

      At the parlor threshold, she paused and let Mamá move ahead. Dreading what she’d see, she looked into the room.

      Her father and brothers occupied a grouping of chairs, heads together.

      Olinda sat on the settee, edging close and holding up the stereoscope to Androu’s face. “And this one is Niagara Falls, which is supposed to be a popular tourist attraction.”

      “Hmm.” Nodding, he leaned to look into the scope, then immediately sat straight again.

      “Wouldn’t you just love to see it someday?” Olinda batted her eyelashes and tucked her chin before smiling.

      “Where is it again?” He focused on the other men across the room.

      Olinda yanked out the card holding two side-by-side photos of the falls. “Somewhere back east. Far away from here. Seeing as you live in a wagon, you must like to travel.”

      Let Mamá save Olinda from her continued rudeness. Ventura cut to the right and sat at the small table near a window. From a drawer, she pulled her charcoal pencils and a drawing pad. She did her best to ignore Olinda’s inane chattering. Closing her eyes, she remembered the trees and the clouds on the drive from town. Then she opened her eyes and sketched the flat-bottomed clouds. Those proved easy. But when she stroked upward to depict the trees, she couldn’t capture the haunted feeling she’d felt at seeing their starkness. Best to move on to a different task.

      On a new sheet of paper, she folded it in half and sketched a border of vines and holly sprigs. She and Olinda needed to be focusing on the party Mamá already approved for December twenty-third. Last year’s correspondence with cousins in Oaxaca, Mexico, contained details about a Noche de los Rabanos party. Olinda and Ventura followed the directions and planted an extra row of radishes for this purpose. By not being harvested promptly, the fast-growing root vegetables exploded into unusual sizes and shapes. At the party, the attendees would carve one of the radishes, and awards would be bestowed in several categories.

      A thump interrupted her drawing.

      Gasping, Ventura startled and glanced at the window and then down to the porch where a bird lay inert. She jumped to her feet, hiked up her skirt, and dashed outside. Approaching with slow steps, she crossed the planking and then crouched. “Oh, you poor thing.” Crooning soft sounds, she reached out a finger to the breast feathers and blew out a breath at the feel of a rapid heartbeat. “You’ll be all right.” She eased the small body into her cupped hands and stroked the mottled gray, black, and white feathers on its back. “Quite a shock you’ve had.” Feeling the bird’s first rousing, she closed her hands to keep it contained for another minute or so. All the while, she made nonsense sounds, wanting the creature to know she posed no threat. True communication was impossible, but doing so made her feel better.

      At the feel of wings fluttering against her palms, she rolled her thumbs outward until her hands were parallel with the flooring.

      The sparrow tested the length of its wings and then flitted away as far as the porch railing. After a couple of head shakes, the bird stretched its wings and disappeared into the branches of an evergreen boxwood bush at the edge of the brick walkway.

      As Ventura rose, she watched for the little yellow-beaked bird to exit the bush. But it didn’t. Chilly December air bit at her exposed skin, and she rubbed her hands up and down her arms. Entering through the front door, she lifted a shawl off the hall tree and flung it around her shoulders. Halfway down the hallway, she met several men exiting the parlor. “Where are you going?” Her hoped-for entertainment of sharing a game seemed to be disappearing before her eyes.

      “Off to check on the cattle.” Pablo waggled his eyebrows and grinned.

      She looked through the moving bodies and caught sight of Androu in the crowd, but he didn’t glance her way. Dragging her feet, she returned to her table by the window.

      Olinda stood at the table, fingering the cards. “What are these?”

      “I was just doodling. But they could be invitations for our party.” Ventura sat in the chair and picked up her pencil. “Why don’t you help? You could color in some of the leaves, or you could write out the invite.”

      “No to the writing. Your penmanship is better.” She let out a long sigh and gazed out the window, pouting. “I’d rather that someone invited me to go riding.” She glanced back at the table. “But I guess I could color them.”

      Ventura refused to thank her for making the effort. “Right, because as co-hostesses, we should be splitting the work.” Although her sarcasm probably went over her sister’s head, she wished she’d bitten her tongue. Disappointment over the missed chance to spend time with their guest lingered. She wanted to learn more about him than had been stated at the meal. The feeling deepened when Androu opted not to join the family for supper.

      Hours later and at her limit for noise and conversation, Ventura begged off the family’s evening entertainment for the solitude of her bedroom. But when she discovered she had a view of Androu’s campfire next to his wagon near the barn, she stood beside the window draperies and watched him. At first, he played a guitar-like instrument, then he did something with his hands held near his knees that she couldn’t discern. Was he someone who preferred the quiet instead of being in a crowd of people? Did they have that trait in common?
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      In the first week at El Ocaso, Androu didn’t accomplish as much as he would have liked. Señor Galtero enjoyed getting to know people before allowing any discussion of business. Androu felt like he’d revealed his entire life story while sitting in the man’s well-furnished den. Rafael, as he insisted upon being called, had a less-defined idea of the project’s scope than the original offer of employment indicated. The rancho owner had visited a client Androu worked for about six months ago and liked the craftsmanship of the pie cupboard he built. Based on that, he’d written the letter and somehow tracked down Androu’s previous employer.

      No doubt remained that bookshelves were desired. But Rafael was less definite on what type of wood, how many shelves, and what other embellishments he wanted.

      When directed to the rancho’s shed holding odds and ends of wood remaining from other projects, Androu determined the available lumber offered wasn’t sufficient in length or up to his standards in quality. He refrained from sharing the last opinion, but he stated his need to buy new lumber. Two days were spent first obtaining samples from the lumberyard in Aliso and then returning to town so he could oversee the cutting and make the purchase.

      Then, the weekend arrived, and he was encouraged to put off starting the work until the beginning of the next week. Androu felt like he should state an objection. Itinerant carpenters, especially on inside jobs, were used to working whenever they could grab an hour or two that didn’t disturb the resident family. But the weather had turned cold and rainy, and by acquiescing to the host’s requests, he ensured Xenos was snug inside the barn each night. That simple benefit counted for a lot. Although he did his best to turn down the invitations to meals during the work week, he didn’t want to appear rude.

      Sitting around a table on a Saturday evening after a good meal, playing cards or dominoes gave him a sense of being part of a family again…something he missed for the past five years since he and his father disagreed over Androu inheriting the family store. Ruben couldn’t accept that Androu chose to defy the family tradition of the eldest son assuming the father’s profession. Instead, Androu wanted to use the skills learned from his uncle Baptiste and make a living from carpentry work. Besides, his two younger brothers were more than capable of working in the store and suggesting ways to modernize it. Androu’s only complaint about his chosen lifestyle was the loneliness.

      During those rainy interludes in the Galtero parlor, he enjoyed the opportunity of getting acquainted with Ventura. Those times were more important than Olinda’s silly attempts at flirting he had to politely rebuff—but without offending her and her family. Her sister was much too young. Ventura’s skill in keeping track of what other players saved in rummy won her a preponderance of hands. He so admired her intelligence and the accompanying lively conversation.

      In the early hours of Sunday morning, rain descended again upon the ranch, accompanied by lightning and thunder. Androu roused with the renewed rattle of rain on his tin roof. Very little light eased through the curtains, so dawn hadn’t yet arrived. He rolled over on his mattress and pulled the quilt higher over his left shoulder. At least, Xenos was cozy in the barn. Blowing out a breath, he settled his head deeper into his feather pillow.

      But when he heard running feet splashing through puddles and terse male voices, he tossed off the quilt and pulled on his clothes. At the door, he shoved his feet into his boots, tucked in the hems of his trousers, and settled his holster around his hips. From a bottom drawer, he pulled out an oilskin slicker, slid his arms into the sleeves, and donned his hat. Then he charged toward the barn, blinking against the driving rain.

      Inside the structure, he noted that the ranch hands and all the younger Galteros were present. He connected gazes with Joaquin. “What help can I offer?”

      The tall, dark-haired man hefted a blanket onto a roan stallion. “Have you driven cattle before?”

      Androu strode toward Xenos’ stall. “Not cattle but sheep. I know the basics.”

      “Bueno. Saddle up, and I’ll give instructions when we are all ready.” He turned back toward the horse.

      Slipping into the stall, he ran a hand down Xenos’ nose, then scratched under his whiskery chin. “Hey, feelos. We’ve got some work to do.” He slid on a woven blanket over the horse’s back and settled the saddle atop it. Once the cinch was tightened, Androu led Xenos from the stall, then swung up into the saddle. From what he knew, cattle spooked easily during thunderstorms, whereas sheep huddled in tight packs.

      A sharp whistle rent the air. “Escuchanme. Check your weapons and make sure your bullet loops are full.” Joaquin glanced around the gathered riders, then pointed. “Consigue algunas balas, Pedro.”

      Barrels spun in revolvers and leather creaked as men reached an arm in both directions to the back of their holsters.

      Pedro dismounted, dashed into the tack room, and returned with a box of bullets, distributing the ammunition to those who needed more.

      Joaquin called out names of those heading west and another group going east. “The goal here is to keep a circle of riders moving around the herd, spaced out but coming from both directions, with clockwise taking the inside path. Tio Franco, hope you grabbed your harmonica. Cisco, sing some baladas.”

      The message was clear…do anything to keep the animals calm. Androu knew a few songs that fit that requirement.

      “And Pedro can recite his love poetry.”

      “¿Qué?” Shoulders slumped, Pedro stopped and gaped. “How’d you know about that?”

      “I’m the eldest hermano and the foreman…I know everything.” Joaquin flashed a grin, then sobered. “If you see any animal break away, stop it with herding or cutting moves. Only in an actual stampede do you use your weapon.” He settled his hat tighter on his head before turning to his horse. “Vamos con dios.”

      Bracing for reentering the rainstorm, Androu pulled up the hood on his oilskin, then topped it with his felt broad-brimmed hat. He tagged along with the group going west at a trot. As soon as the lowing of the cattle could be heard over the raindrops, the pace slowed to a walk until the riders reached the fretful cattle.

      Not having an instrument at hand, he intoned a fairy story he remembered from his youth of a bereaved woman who had just buried her child, the very sunshine in her life. A few nights later, she visited the grave again, still grieving deeply, and saw a mysterious light move into sight, hover over her son’s grave, and then ascend among the stars. That night, she slept peacefully for the first time, knowing that the soul of her child joined kindred spirits and became an angel in heaven. Nothing like pathos to keep his voice slow and calm.

      Riding in a clockwise circle, he heard the low mumblings of songs and stories when he passed other riders moving counter-clockwise. The harmonica notes hung in the moist air. At the point the storm appeared to be moving off, he felt the hairs on his arms tingle right before lightning zigzagged across the stormy sky, splitting the upright branch of a quaking aspen. He stiffened at the loud boom and the strange smell in the air. Sparks lit a fiery path to the ground.

      Multiple cattle bawled. Several pawed the soggy ground.

      Androu kicked Xenos forward and scanned the herd, looking for an agitated steer. With the light from the waning moon hidden behind moving clouds, discerning the actions of individual steer proved tough.

      Please don’t bolt. He did not want to be the weak link who let the herd make a break for the edge of the pasture.

      Cisco rode closer. “Get ready. This is when they’ll run.”

      The words were barely out before steer on the opposite side of the herd dashed toward the creek.

      Cisco wheeled his buckskin. “Yah.” The horse jumped, then settled into a lope.

      Tightening his grip on the reins, Androu leaned low over Xenos’s neck and urged him to follow. No time existed to determine if this move was right. He stuck right behind Cisco, nudging Xenos closer to the animals on their right side to steer the herd in a gentle arc. What seemed like an hour but was probably no more than ten minutes later, the cattle slowed to a walk, then stopped and bunched together again.

      Approaching dawn lightened the sky, which probably helped calm the herd.

      Cisco resumed the circle pattern, his alto voice singing something in Spanish.

      The tune sounded familiar. Androu added his voice with the lyrics dredged up from many years ago. He lost track of how many rounds he made around the herd, the lack of sleep catching up. His head bobbed with each of Xenos’s steps.

      When the sun crested the Santa Ana Mountains to the east, the sky was clear. The last storm clouds had moved south.

      “Androu.”

      He raised his head, blinking. “Joaquin. Sorry, guess I was drifting.”

      “We’re all tired.” He jerked his chin to the right. “Head back to the barn and then go to the house. The women will have at least coffee, if not a full breakfast, ready and waiting on our return.”

      At the thought of seeing Ventura, Androu straightened. “Will do.”

      The yellowish light spilling through the windows at the back of the casa welcomed tired and wet riders. A stack of towels and basins of water sat on benches outside the kitchen door.

      Washing his hands was Androu’s first step to getting warm. One step into the kitchen and Androu realized how hungry he was. The stove-heated air helped remove the chill from his exposed skin. By the time he reached the dining room, he felt almost human again. And so ready to see Ventura again.

      Large spatterware coffeepots sat on folded towels at both ends of the table. Plates and mugs had been set out in front of each chair.

      Ventura was setting silverware at each plate.

      Pausing in the doorway, he wanted a moment to watch her before she spotted him. Probably because of the unexpected circumstances, she hadn’t taken time to pin up her hair in her usual bun. Instead, her dark, curly hair tumbled over her shoulders. He liked this casual look, too. A full apron covered most of her attire, but the sleeves of her shirtwaist were of a green calico fabric. A black knitted vest covered her torso.

      Voices from behind propelled him into the room. “Buenos días, Ventura.”

      Her head popped up. “Ah, buenos días, Androu.” Her eyebrows bunched. “Did you get wet through and through?”

      He curled his lips downward. “I have an oilskin coat that covers all but the last few inches of my trousers that stick out of my galoshes.” He lifted his right leg and touched the fast-drying denim. “So, not too wet.”

      Men entered the room and selected chairs.

      Rafael swept into the room. “Now, I want to hear all about what happened. I would have ridden with you but someone…”—he glanced over his shoulder at Yoana who held a large, cloth-covered basket in two hands—“who will not be named told me I was too old to go gallivanting around on horseback in the night.”

      “Oh, Rafael, mi amor, let these tired men fill their stomachs before they give a report.” Yoana set the basket on the table.

      When Androu saw Ventura place a hand on the ridge of a chair back, he hurried around to pull out the chair. “Allow me.”

      “Gracias.” As she sat, she tilted up her face and smiled, popping her dimples.

      Que bonita. What wouldn’t he do to have her smile at him every day? “De nada.” He lowered to the seat to her right, glad for the chance to share a few words of conversation.

      “Gracias for helping my brothers with the cattle. You are a guest here.”

      “Not exactly. For a short while, I am an employee.” He accepted a mug of coffee that was passed from the left and swallowed a grateful sip of the hot brew.

      “Well, I’m thankful Joaquin and Cisco had lots of help and everyone escaped a mishap.” She tilted the basket and lifted the towel to expose tortillas. “Have some?”

      He collected two, saw that her plate was empty, so he held the basket for her to select, then passed it to Pedro.

      “Why is everyone up so early?” Olinda stood in the doorway, rubbed a hand on her face. A robe barely came together in the center over her nightclothes.

      “Olinda.” Yoana flung out an arm. “Go back upstairs and get dressed before returning. The rest of us did so before responding to the emergency.”

      “What emergency?” She blinked slowly and gazed around the table.

      If Androu had any doubt before, this action confirmed his decision. Someone who didn’t respond to a major storm overhead and come to the aid of her family was obviously too immature for adult relationships.
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      Hours later, the skies remained clear. Androu went around to the back door and removed his galoshes before entering the kitchen and greeting the ladies. Carrying his toolbox and a small notebook, he entered the den and walked to the wall newly bared after the furniture rearrangement he, Joaquin, and Cisco accomplished following breakfast.

      With the toolbox on the carpet, he extracted a small rubber-headed hammer and tapped it on the plastered wall in a straight line horizontally. Repeating the action, he noted the probable location of a supporting piece of wood with a penciled X. Once he noted the locations, he unfolded his measuring stick and noted where each was in relation to the sturdy table that held maps and sketches.

      “Why are you doing that?”

      Initially, he jerked, making a dark line on the white wall. Then, recognizing Ventura’s voice, he smiled and looked over his shoulder from his crouched position. “Hola.”

      She sat on a settee cushion with her elbows on her knees and her palms supporting her chin.

      How long had she been in the room?

      “Sorry. I should have greeted you in the same way.” She pursed her lips, then grinned.

      “I’m marking spots in the wall where the likely places are to use as anchors.” With the apron and vest removed, he saw how the green complemented her hair well.

      “Anchors?” Her brow wrinkled.

      “With heavy furniture, safety is ensured when the piece is attached to an adjacent wall. To prevent it from falling over.”

      Nodding, she smiled. “I see.”

      Those dimples. He inhaled and turned back to the wall to keep from getting too distracted.

      “Do you mind if I read in here while you work?” She lifted the thick volume in her lap. “I promise not to bother you.”

      You could never be a bother. “I don’t mind.” Over the next hour, he cut the lengths and sanded the ends for the bookcase sides Rafael stated he wanted. Androu thought they were too tall, so he braced them against the wall. Once he saw them in position and where the uppermost shelf would be, Rafael could judge for himself if they were the desired height. He started putting away his tools. Through the soles of his boots, he felt a shock, then increasing vibrations and pivoted on the balls of his feet. “Earthquake! Ventura, duck.” He straightened and took one stride, his pulse racing. The urge to protect her rose hot in his chest.

      “Androu, watch out.” Eyes wide, Ventura pointed.

      Movement stirred at the edge of his vision. The board smashing down on his right shoulder surprised rather than hurt him. He ran to the settee and slipped an arm around her waist. “Move away from the chandelier.” Still holding her tight, he scooted them under the table, kept her close against his left side, and tucked her head against his shoulder.

      Around them, furniture creaked, and crystal glass teardrops tinkled. Chair legs scraped on bare floorboards. Frames tapped against the walls.

      In the small space, he felt her hands clamp onto the front of his shirt, and he tightened his arms around her back. “Tranquilo. Te mantendré a salvo.” He hoped his words of assurance helped. He would keep her safe…for now, and maybe in the future? Her honey-grape scent surrounded him, and he enjoyed the intimacy of their physical closeness. He couldn’t remember the last time he was this close to a woman or breathed the same air.

      “Yo sé. Yo sé.” Her body shook.

      Androu was almost sad when the shaking stopped. He liked being in their darkened cocoon and having her in his embrace. Here, he didn’t have to think about the wandering nature of his profession and how rooted she was with her family here at El Ocaso. Feeling her first movement, he brushed a light kiss on her hair before relaxing his hold.

      “Is it over?”

      “That one is.” He peered out toward the room. From this spot, he didn’t see any damage. The board that hit him lay on the carpet. “But we have to be alert to aftershocks.” He glanced back and held her narrowed gaze.

      Shaking her head, she pursed her lips. “Living in Southern California all my life still hasn’t prepared me for when an earthquake hits. I hate the uncertainty.”

      Androu crawled out but held a kneeling position so he could extend a hand in her direction.

      She grabbed on with one hand and used her other to wrestle her skirt enough to lever herself from under the table.

      Their names being called from elsewhere in the house marked the end to their private interlude. He stared into her eyes, wishing he was an eloquent man with pretty words that flowed off his tongue. All he could offer was a warm hand squeeze before they separated and returned to their original places. His skin chilled within seconds of being apart, but the memory of holding Ventura was seared on his soul.
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        * * *

      

      December twenty-third

      Standing in front of the tall bedroom mirror, Ventura pressed the newly tatted collar flat against the royal-blue pintucked bodice. The matching lace cuffs hid the wear on the gown’s sleeve hems enough to almost make her feel like she wore a new garment for tonight’s party. Leaning close to the window, Ventura looked out onto a clear evening with thousands of stars shining in the sky. The invited guests would have no problems with muddy roads on their drives to El Ocaso. She gazed at the perfect weather for a moment longer before looking toward the barn, where lights shone from Androu’s wagon.

      How many times had she cast her gaze in that direction, worrying the vardo might be gone? Although she was there at the table when Mamá wrangled a promise from Androu to stay through Christmas, Ventura often worried over her deep feelings for the quiet man. Everyone in her family seemed to enjoy Androu’s company, and Papá raved about his wonderful new bookcases. But would her affluent father accept a carpenter into the family? The life’s blood of El Ocaso was the cattle, with a close second being Joaquin’s breeding program. What could Androu offer?

      Once downstairs, she set about double-checking the preparations for the party. Garlands of evergreens woven with silvery threads draped the fireplace mantel. Blown-glass balls dangled from the chandeliers, tied with white yarn.

      Ventura circled the dining table, the location where guests would select and carve their radishes. She checked that all the house’s paring knives resided in an earthenware bowl and that burlap pieces covered the table. A peek through the kitchen doorway assured her Josefa, Luisa, and Mamá had the refreshments under control. Before she made a complete second circuit, she heard the hoofbeats of arriving carriages.

      At that point, Olinda walked down the stairs and acted the perfect hostess by welcoming people at the front door and directing them to the parlor. Her pastel gown provided a good contrast to her tanned skin, and her curls bounced against her shoulders.

      Ventura kept watching the entry hall, waiting for Androu’s arrival.

      Rafael entertained several of the men near the fireplace, and probably they talked about their cattle herds and General Sherman’s ongoing March to the Sea in Georgia. No matter how hard everyone tried to avoid unpleasant topics, the war was always part of the conversation, even as distant as they lived from the action.

      But she wouldn’t think of that tonight. Tonight was for celebrating. She wanted to ensure that all the guests had an enjoyable time and walked among them, passing a tray of tasty snacks.

      Pablo, Cisco, and Androu sauntered into the house, each splitting off in a different direction.

      He looked so handsome in a black shirt with matching strips of silver embroidered designs down each sleeve and black wool trousers. Pearl buttons accented the placket front and cuffs. Ventura took a deep breath and flashed a smile. Now, the party was complete.

      A quick scan of the parlor and the dining room, where guests congregated, confirmed everyone had a drink and had eaten some delicious tidbits. She made the announcement that anyone wishing to decorate the radishes should move to the dining room. “The pot in the middle of the table has two dozen overgrown radishes. Choose the one that you think has character and that you can shape into something recognizable to later present and explain to the group. Let your creativity flow for the next hour. Small prizes will be granted for scariest, prettiest, and most original.”

      Chatting buzzed as people moved around for the selection process. Then the voices quieted as people wielded their knives.

      Puzzled why she couldn’t see Androu around the table, she chose a radish and lowered to a chair. She wouldn’t put her creation into the competition, but she wanted to be part of the process with her friends and neighbors. More than once, she turned the vegetable over in her hands. What bump or protrusion provided evidence of a head or a face? Maybe the irregular shape wasn’t a person but an animal or an object. As she pondered the bulbous radish, she was aware of a faint sage smell and glanced around.

      Androu stood about three feet away, watching.

      Glad to see him, she crooked a forefinger. “Why aren’t you participating?”

      He stepped close and bent at the waist. “My profession gives me an unfair advantage. But I’m happy to advise and support what you’re doing.”

      How gallant and typical of this man she was becoming to know well. She scooted to the left to show him all sides of the radish. “I don’t see a face.”

      “All right. But do you see something recognizable?”

      So far, nothing. She looked around and saw that a few people had already started carving and cutting. What was most important was everyone appeared to be having fun, even offering suggestions on their neighbors’ carvings. Fingers grazed against hers, and she met his gaze.

      “Turn it over and put the stem downward.” He made the action and upended it. “See anything?”

      Suddenly, a shape materialized. “Un gato.” She palmed a knife and started carving. Two nubs could serve as feet, and a little shaping defined shoulders. For the next hour, she enjoyed whispered consultations with him as her cat took shape. But what she valued were the long gazes and soft touches…making her believe they had a future. Sadly, the bookshelves were almost completed, and Androu would seek another job that took him away from El Ocaso. For now, she shook away that thought.

      When the determined time ended, after clearing away the chunks and shavings, everyone lined up their creations.

      Ventura tucked hers into her skirt pocket, then stood. “Everyone will describe what they carved and then use the pieces of paper and pencils in this basket to vote.”

      Androu took her hand. “Come with me?”

      After a quick glance over her shoulder, she followed him into the hallway.

      He looked toward the kitchen, where Josefa and Luisa worked on dessert, and the parlor where the bulk of the guests still mingled. After three long strides, he ducked into the den and closed the door. “I’ve been wanting to give you this since I finished it. But I kept it a secret.” He reached into his front trouser pocket and withdrew an object, then flattened his hand.

      A small wooden figure rested on his palm. Ventura extended a hand and stroked a finger over a kneeling person. “This is beautiful.” She picked it up, noticing the distinct details of a tiny bird held in small hands. Remembrance of that day when she helped the injured bird surfaced. “Did you carve this?”

      “I saw how you treated that injured bird and couldn’t get the image out of my mind. Your compassion and kindness tugged at my heart.” His gaze intent on hers, he brushed the backs of his fingers along her cheek.

      For the length of a breath, she closed her eyes at his gentle touch, savoring the tingles it created. Her heart beat faster.

      “Ventura, you are a special lady. And I want more than the next two days to keep getting acquainted.”

      “Androu, what are you saying?” She stared into his eyes, hoping she guessed what his words meant. She lifted a hand and rested it on his chest, feeling the fast thumping of his heart.

      “I know how much El Ocaso means to you. I want to find a way to fit in here…if that’s how you see us.”

      He’s not leaving. Her heart leapt. She stared into his amber eyes, noticing how the lamplight glinted. “Maybe you could set up a shop close by. Or Papá might want one here on the⁠—”

      He pressed a finger to her mouth. His lips spread into a wide grin. “Exactly what I hoped you’d say. We’ll work out the details later.” One hands resting on her shoulder and the other cupping her right cheek, he leaned his head down and touched his lips to hers.

      Ventura cupped a hand on the back of his neck and held him tightly, savoring the way flutters tickled her stomach and blood raced through her veins. Possibilities that she never expected opened in her mind, and she wanted this feeling to last. Could she have fallen in love with this man in less than a month? Maybe, maybe not. But she was willing to do everything possible to learn if the emotion she felt was strong and real and lasting.
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