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			Praise for Stay Awhile Longer:
More Scenes from Temecula Valley

			This captivating collection of short stories and visual art has something for everyone: a ghost, an unscrupulous businessman, a hot air balloon, murder, family, love...all set in and around Temecula, California. The anthology celebrates the unique character of the region; residents will recognize their hometown in charming detail, and readers from farther afield will want to visit. The original artwork that accompanies each story makes this collection a visual as well as literary delight.

			— Claudia Wair writes literary and speculative short fiction. Her work has been nominated for the Pushcart Prize, Best Small Fictions, and Best Microfiction. She is also the author of The MAP: A Ten-Minute-a-Day Journal.

			________________________________

			Finding a supportive in-person writer’s group is a rarity, but when it happens, you get fascinating anthologies like Stay Awhile Longer.  With stories for every mood and interest, you’re transported to this lovely community and town of Temecula, CA without leaving your seat.

			I want to visit the ghosts at Palomar Inn...and the 1909 restaurant...and Pennypickle’s Workshop...and wine country...

			— Jennifer Worrell is the author of Edge of Sundown.
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			This collection is dedicated to every creative —
well established, brand-new, or anywhere in-between — 

			that has ever toiled alone and longed for a community.

			What you hold in your hands is tangible proof

			that amazing things happen when we work together.
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			Foreword

		

		
			I was lonely. 

			As creatives, we tend to hole up in our caves, writing or putting the final touches on our art, or simply thinking. Being creative doesn’t mean we don’t need other people, it’s just that we grow used to being alone. 

			My husband and I moved to Temecula during the Pandemic so when I decided I wanted to get out of my cave, meeting people was difficult. I didn’t know how to find a community. 

			Then…one night…my Facebook Messenger buzzed. It was another writer in the Temecula Valley. She asked if we could have coffee. That meet-up with Felicia Horton turned into a small gathering of local writers. Gradually, artists joined us. Poets. Screenwriters. Over time, the coffees grew until we had too many people packed in the small café and needed more space. 

			Someone from the group mentioned an anthology. Was it Trond Hildahl? Jeff Waddleton? Felicia, perhaps? I can’t recall who lit the match, but once it sparked, the fire flamed bright. A small committee formed and we all began to ask the important questions: who, what, where, when, and most important of all — HOW? 

			We met for pizza and by the time the last bits of crust were consumed, Kristen Trager, Rebecca Farnbach, Lori Carson, Tony Moramarco, and Veronika Childs had added their voices to shape the project into its current form. 

			Short stories are new territory for me. I’ve written longer children’s books for years, had a few best sellers, but generally kept a distance from writing adult content. And yet, the instant the anthology was officially announced, the enthusiasm of the committee became contagious. Of course, I’d try my hand. 

			Tony brought the local artists aboard. We paired up the Valley’s amazing talent: one writer with one illustrator. It was all so exciting that a commitment of one piece of art grew to two and the stories blossomed. Multi-talented artist and illustrator, Ned Norman, agreed to design the cover. We didn’t even have to twist an arm to get Trond to take the entire project under his eagle editorial eye. 

			At the official “Temecula Valley Writers and Illustrators” 2023 holiday party, Jeff announced the anthology and outlined the theme: Stay Awhile: Scenes from Temecula Valley. So many writers asked to participate that once again, our group needed more space. Pages and pages of space!

			From the sidelines, I watched the pairings turn in their amazing work, and wondered what kind of story should I contribute? I’d been writing mysteries for years. I’m quietly behind several Nancy Drew and Boxcar Children novels, so I decided to stick to the familiar genre, but longed to expand my vision in a new way. I signed up for a ghost tour of Old Town Temecula — and convinced some of other local talent to come along. To be honest, I don’t know if ghosts exist or not. I’m admittedly a coward and would rather not find one. Until the night of the ghost tour, I’d never intentionally put myself in a possibly haunted space.

			There were several ghosts reported lurking around the old Palomar Inn Hotel, including a “woman clad in black” who’d never had her story told. Her “name” felt inspiring. I’d found my angle. Looking back, perhaps I should have chosen a different entry to the broad theme of the anthology. 

			The committee had requested stories that linked to the richness of the Temecula Valley, but that was the only guideline. In these two volumes, you’ll find wonderful tales, and amazing art that dives into the best of genre writing: horror, sci-fi, western, romance — whatever your taste, there’s a story here for you. 

			Maybe I should have left the Woman in Black alone and followed author (committee member and editor) Kristen Tregar into a spiritual look at the Valley’s deeply rooted equestrian community. Her story “Far From Here” is an intriguing twist on what you might think about destiny and soul mates. M.K. Warren’s “The Journey” speaks of transformation and change. “The Rainbow Kid” by Brad Shaw Jr. adds yet another tone to the anthology with a captivating tale based on a historic unsolved crime. 

			Determination drove me, coupled with the drive to push past my own fears. There’d be no looking back, I was going to write about a local ghost! While walking around the inn with our guide, Dale Garcia, several narrative ideas flashed through my head. We used EMF sensors to search for ghostly energy. Some people in our group swore they saw orbs. No one saw the actual Woman in Black, though later, I wondered if I’d felt a hand on my back. Was it her? Or my husband messing around? I’d never know.

			My story, a mystery about stolen gems and the reluctant captain who is tasked with the case, began to spill into consciousness as we left the inn, heading out to look for other ghosts down Front Street. It was there on the sidewalk, only a few steps away from the building, that I ran my tongue over the back of my teeth. I discovered an unexpected rough spot. I tried to ignore it, but found myself only half listening to Dale’s next story about a murder and the ghost left behind. My brain was distracted with worry about my tooth. Finally, when we got in the car, I was able to look in the rearview mirror. Sure enough, the backside of my front tooth had completely broken off — something that I’d never experienced before. Never.

			While I visited an emergency dentist, my mind flickered back to the Palomar Inn Hotel and the Woman in Black. Could it be that her story wasn’t told because no one had dared to tell it? Could it be that she didn’t want her tale told?

			The dentist said the broken tooth could have been worse. He joked, without knowing about the ghost and the inn, that this was a “warning shot.” 

			Perhaps? And yet, I mustered my courage and went back to the inn the following week with Ned Norman, the incredible artist who, in addition to designing the cover, would be creating illustrations for my anthology contribution. He was eager to hide clues, enhancing the mystery, in the artwork. This time, as we stood in the long, quiet hotel hallway, I know for certain that I felt a hand on my back, and unlike my husband, Ned is not the type to send my gutless, chicken-heart racing like that (or is he?).

			I finished my story without further incident, and it’s here for your review amongst the other wonderful contributions to this local anthology. Read the others first, then proceed to mine with caution. You’ve been warned.

			Being part of this anthology has allowed me to stretch my writing style, to contribute to something lasting, and more — now that the Temecula Valley Writers and Illustrators is a formal organization, meeting regularly in the city space — I have met those creatives that I longed to find. I’m no longer lonely and my heart is full of gratitude.

			Temecula is my home. The members of the Temecula Valley Writers and Illustrators are my inspiration. I am going to Stay Awhile.

			Stacia Deutsch

			Temecula, California

			July 2024
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			“Meadow of Dreams”
Illustration by Kavitha Saminathan
Watercolor

			Kavitha Saminathan

			Kavitha is a self-taught, award-winning artist, driven by a lifelong passion for creativity. Having spent her childhood in India, she has always considered art to be an integral part of her life. In 2013, she discovered a profound love for painting and began an exploration of acrylics, creating Contemporary and Modern art with a focus on diverse textures. Recently, she has expanded into watercolors, embracing their deep therapeutic and calming qualities. Kavitha’s work celebrates the joy of pursuing your passion and the fulfillment of sharing creativity with the world. Her works can be found in private collections around the globe.

		

	
		

		
			SCENE ONE

			THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE

			
Story by M. B. Bruce


			Illustration by Amelia Kosmal
Digital

			________________________________

		

		
			A strong gust of wind slammed the office trailer’s flimsy door wide open. The neat stacks of maps and property flyers on Connie Albright’s improvised desk — an aluminum folding table mail-ordered from Montgomery Ward — fanned into chaos amid a swirl of dirt and debris. Amanda, her four-year-old, who a moment ago played quietly in the corner among a pile of Lincoln Logs, shrieked.

			Connie lunged for the door and wrestled it shut. “It’s okay — just the Santa Anas.”

			Amanda’s face scrunched. “I hate Santnas!” 

			Despite her sour mood, Connie smiled at her daughter’s adorable mispronunciation. “Me too, baby.” 

			

			“Wanna go home,” her daughter whined with a pouty face. 

			“We’ll leave soon. Play with your toys until Mommy’s done working, okay?”

			“Okay,” she echoed in a forlorn voice, then returned to the miniature red-brown logs and green roof slats. 

			Bittersweetness pressed against Connie’s heart. Even-tempered and easygoing, Amanda was so like her father. There was a time, not so long ago, when the observation would have caused Connie unbearable grief. Now, she embraced her sadness as a testament to the love they’d shared. She only wished Kenny had lived long enough to meet his little girl. 

			Gathering up the papers scattered by the ‘Devil Winds’ as the locals so aptly called them, Connie glanced at the wall clock. 

			Half past three, and still no return call from Mr. Cordova. 

			He hadn’t been overly thrilled with the offer received on his eighty-acre parcel. She could hardly blame him. Although all cash with a quick escrow, the buyer’s offer was low; but with interest rates up over ten percent and the conflict in Vietnam dragging on, vacant land in the Temecula Valley just wasn’t selling. Still, she’d hoped to hear back from him by now. 

			Caught between being perceived as pushy and a genuine concern that the buyer would withdraw their offer, Connie picked up the phone and dialed. 

			After the third ring, her seller answered; his deep voice pleasantly accented. “Buenos tardes.” 

			“Hello Mr. Cordova. I hate to bother you, but—”

			“Ahh, Connie! I was about to call you.”

			

			Her heart did a little flip. He sounded upbeat. A good sign. 

			“I’ve considered the offer and, after deducting all the costs involved plus your commission…I’m sorry, it’s just not enough for me to be interested.”

			She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice. “I understand.” 

			“However, I have an idea. I own another property, five acres on Winchester Road just off the highway. If you’re willing to take that in lieu of your commission, we have a deal.”

			“Gee, Mr. Cordova, I don’t know….” 

			“Think it over and get back to me tomorrow. I’m in no hurry.”

			He may not be, but she certainly was. Connie had bills to pay and a little girl to feed and, for that, she needed money — not five acres of dirt and weeds in the middle of nowhere. “Okay…I’ll think about it.”

			Replacing the receiver in the cradle, Connie leaned back in the folding chair and stared out the window. Billows of dust ghosted over the two-lane highway. Cars, in their haste to get to wherever they were going, whizzed on by. A tumbleweed blew across the parking lot, hit the rear bumper of her ’71 Karmann Ghia, and broke apart. 

			Every weekend for the past six months she’d sat in this office trailer. And although sometimes people stopped on their way between here and there, a few even professing an interest in buying, no one ever did. 

			After Kenny was killed in action, Connie moved inland to Temecula because rent was cheaper than Oceanside. She got her real estate license in hopes of building a better life for her and her daughter. Struggling to launch a new career while living in a one-room flat behind a gas station and waiting tables to make ends meet, didn’t exactly fit Connie’s definition of success. 

			Pushing out of the chair, she knelt beside her daughter. “Time to go, baby.” 

			Together, they put away the toys.

			Maybe it was time to admit they had no future in California. At least in Nevada she had family willing to help. Her stomach churned at the thought. Not that she didn’t love her parents, but she’d been on her own since eighteen. At twenty-three, she was too set-in-her-ways to retreat home. 

			Helping her daughter with her sneakers, Connie ushered her out the door and locked up. As they hurried down the metal steps, a gust buffeted the trailer. The warm wind carried the scent of sage and ragweed, making her eyes water. Her dark hair, charged with static electricity, rioted into a frizzy mess.

			A pickup truck slowed and turned into the parking lot. One of those new, square body Chevys. Light blue, with white side panels. The driver, a sandy-haired man in his mid-to-late twenties, rolled down the window. “Excuse me, are you the real estate lady?”

			Connie met his gaze over the roof of her car, assessing his inquisitive expression and polite smile. He didn’t look like a serial killer. She raised her voice above the wind, “Yes. What can I do for you?”

			“I inherited a piece of property from my grandmother, somewhere around here. Been driving in circles trying to find it. I could use some help.”

			“Do you know what street it’s on?”

			He shook his head. “All I’ve got is a plat map, a legal description, and this.” He held up an open Thomas Bros. map book.

			Vacant land wasn’t always easy to locate, but Connie had a knack for it. Once she situated her daughter in the passenger seat and closed the car door, she came around to the driver’s side of the truck. “Let me have a look.”

			Through his open window, he passed her two loose sheets of paper. She laid them flat against the side of his truck, holding them down to keep the pages from flapping in the wind. By studying the plat map, and then the legal description, Connie had a pretty good idea where the property was located.

			“The turnoff is just a couple of miles back up the highway. It’s on an easement — that’s probably why you’re having trouble finding it. I’m heading that way. I could show you.” 

			She handed back his paperwork and met his eyes. 

			Hazel, with flecks of green. 

			“If you’re sure it’s not too much trouble.” His engaging smile came across as both shy and confident, transforming pleasant features into downright attractive.

			 She found herself smiling back. “No trouble.”

			“I’m sorry — where are my manners?” He stuck his hand out the open window. “I’m Aaron Temple.”

			“Connie.” They shook. “Connie Albright.”

			

			
*  *  *

			By the time they reached the property, the sun hung low over the Santa Rosa Plateau. Connie pulled off alongside the dirt road. In her rearview mirror, she watched Mr. Temple do the same. As she got out, her daughter scooted across the seat toward the open door. 

			“Stay here, baby. I’ll only be a minute.”

			“I wanna come, too,” Amanda pleaded. “Please, Mommy?”

			She’d always been a sucker for her daughter’s big brown eyes. Besides, the poor kid had been cooped up all day. Now that the Santa Anas had calmed into an intermittent breeze, she didn’t see any harm in letting her run around a bit. 

			“Alright. But don’t wander off.”

			Beaming, Amanda scooched the rest of the way out of the car. Spotting an embankment, she scampered over to tromp footprints into the soft dirt.

			“And watch for snakes,” Connie called after her.

			Aaron Temple stepped from his truck and walked toward her. Taller than she expected, he had to be every bit of six foot, and then some. By the way he carried himself — back straight, shoulders level — she suspected a military background. In a West Coast counter-culture dominated by bell bottoms and paisley shirts, his bootcut jeans and flannel button-down painted him a fashion rebel.

			Keeping one eye on Amanda, she met him at the tail of her car. 

			He nodded toward the vacant parcel of land on their side of the road. “This it?”

			“Best I can tell. Of course, I’d recommend a surveyor mark the corners before you do any improvements.”

			Scanning the rolling terrain, he nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Not sure what I’m going to do with it. Whole thing came as a surprise. Didn’t even know Grams owned property out here.” 

			Not wanting to pry, she hadn’t asked. But now, the moment seemed appropriate. “I’m sorry about your grandmother. Were the two of you close?”

			He shook his head. “She moved to California when I was little. Once, maybe twice a year, we’d come to visit. I was on tour when I got word she’d passed.”

			His words confirmed her suspicion that he was a veteran. “Welcome home,” she said softly, and meant it. 

			He held her gaze in silent appreciation. “Nice to hear somebody say that.”

			“Mommy, Mommy! Look what I found!” Amanda skipped up to them holding something shiny in her hands. 

			“What do you have there, baby?” 

			As Connie took the triangular-shaped object from her daughter, static electricity jolted her fingertips. Not enough to hurt, but it startled her. The flat, gold-toned compact was caked with dirt. Brushing it off, she pried open the lid. The mirror inside was so dirty she couldn’t see her own reflection.

			

			“Can I keep it, Mommy? Can I?”

			“That’s up to Mr. Temple. You found it on his property.”

			Unabashed, Amanda refocused her efforts. “Can I, Mr. Temple?”

			His smile was immediate and without reservation. “Of course. Finder’s keepers.”

			With a squeal of delight, Amanda reached for the filthy thing.

			“Not so fast.” Connie kept it out of range. “We don’t know where it’s been. Let me clean it up. And what do you say to Mr. Temple?”

			Rocking toe to heel, Amanda batted her big browns at him. “Thank you, Mr. Temple.” 

			“You’re quite welcome.”

			“Now, go play. We’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”

			Apparently satisfied, Amanda wandered away, all her attention trained on the ground in search of more treasures.

			“She’s a little charmer.” He glanced Connie’s way. “Bet she has her daddy wrapped around her finger.”

			His comment took Connie by surprise — though it shouldn’t have. After all, she still wore her engagement ring; mostly to honor Kenny’s memory, but also to dissuade men’s unwanted attentions. To avoid complications, she usually allowed the assumption to stand. But with Aaron Temple, she didn’t feel the need. 

			“Amanda’s daddy didn’t make it back.” From the pained sympathy she saw in his eyes, Connie knew she needn’t say more. “I — I need to go…but if you have questions about the market or decide to sell, I’ll be in the sales office tomorrow at ten. It was nice meeting you, Mr. Temple.”

			“Please…call me Aaron.” And then, as if realizing he might have overstepped, he stammered, “I mean, if you want to.”

			His uncertainty made her smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

			As they parted ways, the sun finally surrendered to the horizon, the warm glow of late afternoon scoring the underbelly of distant coastal clouds. The winds had died down and shifted, cooler air off the ocean supplanting the hot breath of the Santa Anas. A soft breeze ruffled her hair as she opened the passenger door for Amanda. 

			Once settled in the driver’s seat, Connie took a closer look at the grimy compact her daughter had found. It appeared quite old, the edges slightly worn, with a faded Faberge sticker on the back. She’d never seen one like it before. Where had it come from?

			Amanda squirmed in her seat. “Can I have it now?”

			“Let’s see if I can get some of this dirt off.” 

			Pulling a rag out of the glove box, she wiped the outside before opening it. A hazy film obscured her reflection. With the tip of the cloth, she rubbed the surface in repetitive, circular motions.

			In her rearview, she watched Aaron Temple climb into his truck. Tall, good-looking, polite; he was the first man in a long while to pique her interest. Since her daughter was born, Connie hadn’t dated much. Partly because, as a single mom, it was hard to find a decent guy; but mostly, she just hadn’t felt ready to move on. 

			Although she barely knew Aaron, his sincere manner put her at ease. 

			Maybe she should give him a chance. 

			A glow flared from the compact in her hand. Startled, she jerked the cloth away. Glittering gold sparkles swirled on the mirrored surface. An image formed — not her reflection, but rather one of Aaron carrying Amanda on his shoulders, a stick of fluffy pink cotton candy in her hand. Both grinning, they headed toward a brightly lit Ferris wheel.

			Connie gasped and dropped the compact into her lap. The lid snapped shut on impact, extinguishing the golden glow. 

			“Oooo, a light!” Amanda bounced in her seat. “Can I see?”

			“Hold on, baby.” 

			With trembling hands, Connie picked up the compact, reopened it, and stared at her reflection. The glow, the glittering swirl, the impossible images, were gone. “What in the world…?” 

			She closed the lid. 

			Opened it again. 

			When nothing happened, she snapped it shut.

			In her driver’s side mirror, she saw Aaron sitting in his truck, engine running, probably waiting for her to leave first — the gentlemanly thing to do. When she didn’t, he pulled out and around, leaning over to roll down his passenger window. 

			“Everything okay?”

			At a loss as to how to respond, she smiled at him like an idiot. She didn’t dare tell him what she’d seen in the mirror. He’d think she was nuts. “Yes. Fine. Thanks.” Laying the compact beside her on the seat, she waved goodbye and pulled away.

			Aaron’s truck fell in behind, following at a distance. When they reached the highway, she turned toward town, while he headed in the opposite direction. Idly, she wondered where he was going. She got the impression he wasn’t from around here, but hadn’t asked. Which meant, unless he made the effort, she’d probably never see him again.

			Though it would be nice to find someone, she wasn’t looking for a knight in shining armor to come to her rescue. She needed to make it on her own. Working two jobs while raising a child, Connie acknowledged she was under a lot of pressure. Was that what this was about? Some romanticized fantasy conjured by an over-stressed, overworked mind? By the time they reached town, she’d almost convinced herself that she had imagined the whole thing. 

			The click-snap of the compact’s lid opening and closing caught Connie’s attention. Lost in thought, she hadn’t noticed her daughter pick it up off the seat. 

			“Mommy, how do I get the lights to work?”

			So much for it having been her imagination.

			
*  *  *

			After dropping Amanda off with the sitter, Connie headed to her second job. As she rushed in the back door, Tom Morganstern — chief cook and owner of the Rancho Café — scowled at her. 

			

			“You’re late.” He slid a plate of daily special onto the counter. “Third time this week.”

			Connie pulled her dark curls into a ponytail. “I know. Sorry.”

			“You’re always ‘sorry.’” 

			“Aww, lay off, Tommy.” Madelaine, his wife, and the real boss of the place, swooped into the kitchen to pick up the order. “Can’t you see the kid’s doing the best she can?”

			“And that’s my problem, how?”

			Madelaine rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to him. I never do.”

			Connie grimaced. She hated being the cause of an argument. Not that they needed an excuse. The middle-aged couple had been together since high school and, despite their constant bickering, neither one seemed to be going anywhere.

			“Order up!” Tom bellowed in his gruff, could-have-been-a-drill-sergeant voice.

			Connie tied on her apron and checked the pending order carousel. “Where do you need me?” 

			Madelaine tossed instructions over her shoulder as she headed toward the dining room. “Table three just got seated. Eight’s ready for their bill.”

			Grabbing an order pad and pencil, Connie followed her out the swinging door. 

			It was shaping up to be another busy Saturday night.

			
*  *  *

			A half hour before closing, the door chimed. 

			

			Connie sighed. If the late arrival wanted more than pie and coffee, she’d be late getting home. Which meant she’d have to give the babysitter a little extra…again. 

			The well-dressed couple hovering inside the doorway didn’t look like the Rancho Café’s usual customer base of locals, truckers, and tourists. The handsome man, trendy in a patterned satin shirt and tailored slacks, had a good ten years on the platinum blonde clinging to his arm. Her tight-fitting cashmere over flaring, rhinestone-studded bellbottoms clamored Hollywood chic. Amid the Café’s décor of rusty farming implements, ceramic cows, and rooster art, they looked ridiculously out of place.

			“Darling, isn’t this just the quaintest?” The woman appeared genuinely enthralled. “We must do something like this — for the guest house, at least. What do you think?”

			The man offered a non-committal grunt.

			Connie greeted them with her best hostess smile. “Sit anywhere. We still have homemade peach cobbler and one slice of apple pie left. Coffee?”

			“Not now, thank you,” the man said as he waited for the woman to choose a table, then held the chair for her. “Perhaps after dinner.”

			So much for getting out of here on time. 

			Tom and Madelaine had gone home, leaving her and the relief cook, Sergio, to close. Once she took the couple’s order, Connie called the babysitter, then claimed a stool in the kitchen for a much-needed break. 

			When she sat down, something hard gouged her skin. She forgot she’d shoved the compact into her pants pocket before her shift began. After the weirdness this afternoon, she wasn’t about to allow Amanda to play with it unsupervised. 

			Pulling the compact out, she turned the triangular case over in her hands. Looking for what exactly, she didn’t know. Opening it only revealed her own weary reflection. No radiant glow. No sparkles. Just a plain old mirror. She tapped the surface with her fingernail, then searched around the edges for an on/off switch, a button, or some other way to activate the light show, but didn’t find anything. 

			“Order up.” Sergio grinned at her across the counter. “And turn the sign. Kitchen’s closed.”

			“Whatever you say, Serg.” 

			Hopping off the stool, Connie slid the compact back into her pocket. Dinner plates in hand, she headed for the dining room. As she approached the table, she overhead the couple talking.

			“You heard him,” the woman said. “He thinks Temecula has the perfect climate.”

			“Even if he’s right, it will be years, maybe decades, before one could expect any significant return on investment.”

			“What do I care about ‘return on investment?’ I want what I want.” Pouting prettily, the blonde looked at her companion from beneath unnaturally long lashes. “Besides, I think Ely’s onto something. His vineyard is lovely, and I was quite impressed with our barrel tasting. For a first year’s harvest, of course.”

			“Here you go.” Connie set the plates down in front of them. “Can I get you anything else?”

			

			“A crystal ball would be helpful,” the man grumbled. 

			Connie blinked. The off-hand comment ignited a strange, and entirely improbable, thought. “Excuse me?”

			“Don’t mind my husband,” the woman said. “He always gets this way when I’m about to spend a lot of money.”

			The man raised an eyebrow at his wife.

			With a polite nod, Connie retreated. “Enjoy your meal.” 

			After turning the door sign to ‘closed’, Connie hurried into the kitchen. She considered herself level-headed and practical, and here she was contemplating the possibility that the compact was some sort of mystical prognosticator.

			Ducking into the storeroom, she pulled the compact out of her pocket, took a deep breath, and opened it. 

			Nothing happened. 

			She closed and opened it a couple more times.

			Still nothing. 

			Frustrated, she frowned down at her reflection. There must be something she was missing. Some piece of this puzzle. Then she remembered; she’d been wiping the grime off the mirror while thinking about Aaron. Not just thinking about him — wondering if maybe she should give him a chance.

			With the tail of her apron, she rubbed the mirrored surface in a circular pattern, like before. Only this time, instead of Aaron, she thought about the Hollywood couple and their conversation, wondering if the woman was right — if Temecula was a good place to grow wine grapes.

			Light bloomed, the mirrored surface aswirl with glittering sparkles. An image formed of a country road winding through rolling green hills. She recognized the terrain: Long Valley Road, renamed Rancho California recently by developers. As she watched, the image of the naturally verdant valley changed. Those same hills now covered with vineyards dotted by elegant estates, as far as the eye could see. 

			Gaping at the sweeping vista, Connie leaned against a stack of produce crates to steady herself, and whispered, “I’d call that a ‘yes.’” 

			It made her wonder what the future held for Aaron’s property.

			The golden sparkles returned, momentarily obscuring the image before swirling into a new one of the unpaved easement road fronting the weed-covered hills of Aaron’s parcel. A heartbeat later, the vision transformed into one of a wide, paved boulevard amid a tract of new homes.

			If what the mirror showed was true…. 

			Focusing her thoughts on Mr. Cordova’s five acres on Winchester Road, she willed the mirror to show her what that property would look like in years to come. 

			Again, the surface glittered and swirled, revealing a vacant parcel of land just off the highway. As she watched, the image shifted into one of a massive shopping center. A dark-haired young woman — a familiar, jaunty bounce to her step — crossed the parking lot. She reminded Connie of…Amanda?

			“Connie?” Sergio poked his head into the storeroom, a dishtowel in his hands.

			

			She snapped the triangular lid shut.

			“You alright?”

			“Yeah. Fine.” Pocketing the compact, she straightened away from the produce crate.

			He studied her curiously, then bobbed his head, indicating the direction of the dining room. “I think they’re ready for their bill.”

			Still trying to make sense of the situation, Connie tamped down her frazzled nerves and headed that way. She felt like she’d landed smack dab in the middle of a fairytale; the compact, a cross between a Magic Eight Ball and the Evil Queen’s Mirror-on-the-Wall, with a pinch of Aladdin’s Lamp thrown in. That was the best way she could think of to describe what was happening. As crazy as it sounded, she truly believed that the Golden Triangle was showing her the future of the Temecula Valley. 

			Tallying the bill, she met the couple at the register. “How was everything?”

			“Good.” The man pulled out a neatly folded wad of bills from his money clip. “You live in the area, don’t you?” Without waiting for an answer, “What do you think about Temecula’s investment potential?”

			“I think” — Connie took a leap of faith and handed him her real estate card — “the future looks promising.”

			
*  *  *

			When Connie arrived at the land sales office the next morning, the phone was already ringing. After rummaging frantically through her purse to find the keys, she had to jiggle the trailer door’s deadbolt to get the lock to turn. Rushing in, she plopped hers and Amanda’s lunch boxes on the aluminum folding table and lunged for the phone. “General Realty, Connie Albright speaking.”

			“Miss Albright? This is Sharon Nielsen. We met last night at the restaurant.”

			“Oh, yes, Mrs. Nielsen — good to hear from you.” A jolt of excitement elevated Connie’s voice. She sucked in a breath to calm herself before continuing. “Hope the drive back to Beverly Hills wasn’t too terrible.”

			“Despite the traffic, we made it in record time.”

			Noticing her daughter still standing in the open doorway, Connie covered the receiver and whispered, “Amanda…come in and close the door.”

			Her daughter didn’t do either of the things she was told. With the gold compact clutched in one hand, Amanda pointed out the door with the other. “Mommy, the man in the truck is here.”

			“So, you see, Connie,” Mrs. Nielsen continued. “May I call you that?”

			She uncovered the receiver — “Of course.” — then covered it again. 

			Craning to look past her daughter, Connie spotted the blue and white Chevy in the parking lot. Her stomach did a little tilt-a-whirl. Switching the phone to her other ear, she smoothed her unruly curls away from her face.

			The soft scrape of boots on the metal stairs and, a moment later, Aaron Temple filled the doorway. Seeing that she was on the phone, he hesitated. 

			She waved him in. 

			That’s when she realized that the woman on the phone had continued talking. And Connie hadn’t heard a word of it. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Nielsen. What were you saying?”

			“I said that Barry and I plan to come out later this week to look at property.”

			She grabbed a pen and yellow legal pad. “Let me jot down the particulars of what you’re looking for.” 

			Five minutes later she had a firm appointment with the Nielsens and a list of their preferred criteria. She repeated everything back, just to make sure.

			“I can tell you’re thorough. My husband and I appreciate that quality in those with whom we choose to work.” Although sweetly spoken, the implied expectation was clear.

			“I won’t disappoint you, Mrs. Nielsen. See you Thursday.” Connie hung up, smiling, confident she’d be able to find the perfect property for them. 

			Looking up from her notes, she noticed Aaron smiling, too. Not at her. At Amanda. While she was on the phone, Aaron had hunkered down to her daughter’s level. They appeared to be holding their own conversation.

			“Sorry about that.” She rose and came around her makeshift desk. “What can I do for you, Mr. Temple?”

			

			“Aaron,” he corrected as he straightened, meeting her eyes. 

			A pleasant tingle warmed her cheeks. “Okay…what can I do for you, Aaron?”

			“I’m considering selling my grandmother’s property. Thought I’d stop by to see what you think it’s worth.”

			She didn’t even hesitate. “I think it doesn’t matter what it’s worth, because it’ll be worth a whole lot more in the future. I suggest you hold onto it.”

			His eyebrows rose. “You realize you’re talking yourself out of a commission.”

			“For now.” She bit her lower lip, trying to hide her secret smile. “But I have a hunch, when all’s said and done, I’ll do just fine.”

			Aaron held her gaze, his smile deepening. “I believe you will.”

			“Mommy, look what Mr. Temple gave me.” 

			It took more effort than expected for Connie to tear away from his warm regard.

			“What do you have there, baby?” She bent to see what her daughter had clutched in her little fist; two rectangular strips of thick paper — tickets, of some sort.

			“The Farmer’s Fair opened this weekend.” Aaron cleared his throat. “I thought maybe the two of you would like to go.”

			“Can we, Mommy? Can we?” Amanda jumped up and down. 

			She took the tickets from her daughter. They were full access. Good any day. 

			Despite the obvious ploy, she had to give Aaron credit. By including Amanda in his plans, he’d made it nearly impossible to turn down his invitation. Holding up the tickets, she cocked an eyebrow. “So? Where’s yours?”

			He pulled a third ticket from his breast pocket — his expression of shy confidence utterly disarming. “I was kind of hoping you’d ask.”

			Connie laughed.

			“Can we go today, Mommy?” Amanda bounced on the balls of her feet. “Please? Can we?”

			“I think it’ll be okay to lock up early, this once.” Tucking a wayward curl behind her ear, she glanced at Aaron. “After all, I am spending the day with a future client.”

			Eyes alight, he gestured over his shoulder. “Give me a minute to clear off the passenger seat.”

			“No rush. I need to make a call first, anyway.” She couldn’t wipe the grin off her face. 

			Neither could Aaron. “I’ll be outside when you’re ready.” Then he was out the door and down the stairs. 

			“He’s nice,” Amanda announced, as if an unquestionable truth. “I like him.”

			“Me too, baby.” More than she expected to like any man ever again. “Me too.”

			Retrieving the compact off the floor where her daughter had abandoned it in her excitement over the tickets, Connie studied the bizarre, mystical device, not entirely sure what she should do with it. 

			So far, the mirror had revealed the possibility of good things to come. But Connie suspected there was a danger in knowing too much about the future. For now, she knew enough to make, what she hoped, would prove to be the right decision.

			Setting the Golden Triangle down on the aluminum table
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