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Chapter one

Samantha “Sam” Gordon stepped out of the rental car. It was dusk, and the air was cool on her skin. She inhaled the sweet aroma of orange blossoms. The sign read No Parking 10 AM - 8 PM on Sundays. She checked her smartwatch. 7:45. Close enough. She looked up at the familiar sign for her aunt’s art and craft store, All Souls Art & Craft Studio. The memory of many days after school spent at the studio came rushing back. 
It was dark inside. Sam glanced at her watch again. The studio should still be open. The windows, usually displaying paintings, ceramics, or other artwork from the students, were draped off so she couldn’t see the inside of the studio from the sidewalk. Her hand gripped the shiny brass doorknob, but it was locked. Sam pulled her phone out, but before she could hit redial, she heard noises coming from inside. She leaned in and pressed her ear to the door.
“Grab the other end of the pole.” A male voice she didn’t recognize.
“Shhh! She’ll be here any minute!” A female voice she knew all too well.
Sam stood back and grinned like the Grinch before he stole Christmas. She scurried around the corner to the back of the studio. Gently twisting the knob of the back door, it clicked open. Unlocked. Sam chastised Aunt Lily in her head as she quietly eased the door open. The only light in the rear of the studio came from the table lamp on the office desk. She hugged the wall as she made her way to the studio. Just before she reached the opening, she paused and swiped her phone on to video, and pressed the red record button. She felt around for the light switch on the wall, suppressed a giggle that nearly escaped, then flipped the light switch and yelled.
“Gotcha!”
Screams and shrieks were all she heard as confetti flew out of someone’s hand, and a room full of startled people bumped into each other as they twisted around to face her, their faces a mix of terror and laughter. And she caught it all on video.
Sam laughed. “Sorry. I couldn’t resist.”  
Aunt Lily fluttered through the crowd and into the center. “Samantha, we were supposed to surprise you!”
Sam rushed into her aunt’s open arms. They squeezed each other so tightly they looked like a human cylinder. 
Aunt Lily stepped back and studied her niece. “You look wonderful! I can’t wait to hear all about everything, but first, your welcome home party!”
Sam turned to the party goers with barely enough time to focus on their faces before Aunt Lily addressed the room.
“Attention, everyone! Thank you for coming to welcome home my beloved, and mischievous, niece, Samantha Gordon!” Lily raised her glass, and the guests followed. “It is so wonderful to have you home. Cheers!”
“Woo hoo! Cheers! Welcome home, Sam!” The guests toasted Sam.
Sam blushed and looked at the well-wishers, a little embarrassed by the fuss. Only recognizing a few faces, she guessed most of the guests were her aunt’s friends. It didn’t feel like it had been that long since Sam had been home, but it was clearly long enough her aunt thought it was worthy of a party.
“She’s been on cloud nine all week,” a familiar voice came from behind.
Sam spun around. “Joan, it’s so great to see you.” She hugged Joan Harris, Aunt Lily’s friend and the manager for the art studio. “I hope Aunt Lily hasn’t talked about me so much you’re sick of me before I even arrived.”
“Never. She’s so thrilled you’re going to be helping with the fair.” Joan squeezed Sam’s arm.
“She is getting around well. She may not even need my help.” Sam watched her aunt move about with barely a limp.
“She’s definitely loving the new soft cast, but she still does more than she should, and it’s good––” Joan stopped abruptly. Sam followed her gaze to a crowd by the entrance, but didn’t see anything unusual. “It’s good you’re here.” Joan patted Sam’s forearm. “I better move those appetizers. Enjoy yourself.” She scampered off.
Before Sam could decide her next move, strong arms wrapped around her waist from behind, lifted her into the air, swung around and planted her in front of a tall curly-headed blonde woman, hands on hips standing in front of her.
“Girl, you’re the guest of honor, so I forgive you for not calling me the second you landed.”
Sam beamed at the sight of her best friend. “I was––oomph!” Her words got squeezed out of her as she found herself sandwiched between her two best friends, Suzanne Quinlan aka Q and Greg Farina, the one who had twirled her around. It was a true love human sandwich. Sam and Q had met in junior high and had been best friends ever since. Then she’d met Greg in her first year at college and they’d got on like a house on fire. Never a romance, just a great friendship. She’d tried her hand at matchmaking between Q and Greg, and she wasn’t wrong. It was love at first sight for the two of them, and they’d been together ever since.
“I can’t breathe,” Sam said hoarsely as Q and Greg whooped and hollered. “You guys.”
“Just one more squeeze.” Q squeezed one last time before she and Greg released her.
Sam whirled around so she could see Greg face to face and wrapped her arms around his neck, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek.
“Don’t get jealous, honey,” Greg teased Q.
“Puh-leeze, that’s why she introduced you to me. She wasn’t interested,” Q quipped back.
Sam hooked an arm with each one on either side of her. “I love you both. I’m so happy you’re here!” Sam pulled them in with a little shimmy.
“We weren’t sure you’d remember us now that you’re famous!” Q mocked with a fake Southern drawl.
“Famous? What are you talking about?” Sam asked.
Q pointed to an easel with a large copy of a photo Sam had submitted to a regional magazine photo contest when she was living and working in Spain and won.
Sam blushed. “Oh my gosh. I wish Aunt Lily wouldn’t make such a fuss. It was a local photo contest for Vamos! Espana, not National Geographic or Time Life.” Sam looked around for Aunt Lily.
“She’s so proud of you, hon,” Q said.
“Small magazine or not, it’s a great photo, Sam,” Greg said.
Sam took in the sight of the cobblestone street in Alhambra at sunset. The sun peeked through the trees, looking like one of the lanterns illuminating the downhill traverse. The leafy trees framed the twilight sky. “Mother Nature did all the work. I was lucky enough to capture it.” Her chest heaved, remembering the beauty of Alhambra and the hilltop city of Granada. 
“How long will you be staying?” Greg asked.
“A few weeks at least. Get through the fair and make sure Aunt Lily is back on her feet, although her foot looks nearly healed already.” She scanned the room. “Catch me up. Who are all these people? Do I know any of them?”
“Sam! How lovely to see you!” said Judith Whipley, president of the Women’s Club, advisor to the Junior Women’s Club and director of Modern Debutantes of Southern California.
Sam cracked a smile as Mrs. Whipley toddled toward them wearing a too-snug pencil skirt and her always present string of pearls. Her eyes scanned Sam up and down.
“Mrs. Whipley, it’s so nice of you to come.” Sam leaned in for a standard hug, but Mrs. Whipley opted for the two-cheek continental kiss.
“You must be so tired after your long journey. I prefer to rest and refresh after traveling before seeing anyone, but you young folks are so devil-may-care.” She barely took a breath. “Ms. Quinlan, nice to see you away from Café Nate.” She waved to someone across the room, said “Toodles,” and dashed away.
Sam and Q looked at each other and giggled. “Whiplash Whipley hasn’t changed a bit,” Sam said.
“Nope. When she comes into the café, I just smile and nod and wait for the storm to pass.”
“At least she acknowledged you. I’m clearly chopped liver,” Greg said.
“Nothing wrong with chopped liver, baby,” Q cooed. “Especially when it’s a pate, spread on a slice of fresh baked French baguette and topped with caramelized onion.”
“I’m realizing how hungry I am. I haven’t eaten since the meal on the plane.” Sam patted her stomach.
“We’ve got plenty of food. You mingle, and I’ll fix you a plate.” Q set off before Sam could protest.
“You’ll have to mingle on your own. Joan just waved me over for something.” Greg disappeared and Sam stood in the middle of the studio like an island in the stream when she heard some raised voices coming from the side. She recognized Mr. and Mrs. Carpenter, owners of the hardware store. They were in the middle of an animated discussion with someone whose back was to Sam and the gelled, shiny black hair didn’t look familiar. Mr. Carpenter’s arms made all kinds of movement in the air, and Mrs. Carpenter’s finger was doing a lot of air poking. 
“Eat up, my friend.” Q presented a plate that actually had liver pate on it, along with cheeses, fruit, and petit fours.
Sam popped a liver pate and caramelized onion appetizer into her mouth. The savory creaminess of the pate with the mild sweetness of the onion and crusty French bread resulted in a very suggestive moan escaping from Sam.
Q giggled. “That sounded very much like a compliment.”
Sam swallowed. “Most definitely. This is scrumptious. I could eat an entire sandwich of this.”
Sam felt a small tug on her heart as she watched Q’s face light up and a broad smile spread across her face. Even though they video chatted, called, and texted often, she hadn’t realized how much she missed her friends and family, live and in person.
“Oh-mah-gawd, Sam! It’s so good to see you.”
Sam turned in the direction her elbow was pulled. It was the Patel twins, Mimi and Gigi. They were identical twins, but Gigi wanted Angelina Jolie’s nose, so as soon as she turned eighteen, she got it from a doctor in Newport Beach. It definitely made it easier to tell them apart. Sam desperately tried to balance her plate as she once again found herself the filling in a sandwich hug.
“Wow, you guys, thank you so much for coming!” Sam said once they came out of the hug. “You both look stunning, as usual. How have you been?”
“Never mind us. We want to hear about your latest adventure,” Mimi said.
But before Sam could answer, Aunt Lily swooped in. “Sorry to interrupt the reunion. Sam, you’ll never guess who is here. Come with me.”
“Let’s have a catch-up at the café!” Sam called to the twins, who gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up.
Aunt Lily led Sam to a small group of people, none of whom she recognized.
“Sam, these ladies are in WB triple-OG with me,” Aunt Lily said.
“WB—what?” Sam asked.
“Women Business Owners of Orange Grove. Sam, it is wonderful to meet you. I’m Edith,” one woman said.
“And I’m Gertie. We were beginning to think you were a figment of Lily’s imagination.” The woman squeezed Sam’s arm as proof that she was, in fact, real.
“Well, I knew she was real.” An attractive woman in her fifties smiled at Sam.
Sam smiled. “I am most definitely real. I hope Aunt Lily hasn’t bored you to death.”
“You don’t remember me, do you?” said the woman, much younger than the others.
Sam couldn’t hide the blank look she knew she must have. “You do look familiar.” Nothing came to mind as she chewed her bottom lip. “I’m so sorry. Please, remind me how we know each other.”
“Abigail Reed. Well, Mrs. Reed to you.”
The lightbulb went on. “Oh my God! Mrs. Reed! How are you? Are you still teaching? You look—”
Abigail laughed. “Fifty pounds lighter, and I got rid of the husband and the helmet hair.”
Sam remembered the helmet style hair, now replaced with short, sassy spikes. 
“You were one of my favorite teachers, even with the helmet hair.”
“Abby’s engaged now,” Aunt Lily said.
“Congratulations! When’s the big day?” Sam asked.
“Thanks, we haven’t set a date yet. He’s trying to get a new company off the ground.” Abby craned her neck. “He’s around here somewhere.” 
“Sam!” someone called from across the room.
“I guess I’d better mingle. It was so nice of you all to come. I would love to meet your fiancé, Mrs.—Ms. Reed.”
***Sam wanted a break from socializing and leaned against a wall in the corner, savoring a moment alone. A girl and her liver pate. She watched as Aunt Lily moved into the main area of the studio, the colorful billowing sleeves of her kaftan making her look like the social butterfly she was. Sam was a fly on the wall as she scanned and observed the party goers.
“Oh, there’s Abigail with her new beau. I must say hello. Ciao for now.” Mrs. Whipley’s voice resounded from another group of party goers. Sam watched Mrs. Whipley as she darted from the group and her gaze followed her with the hope of catching a glimpse of the fiancé, but Whiplash’s high bouffant hair style completely blocked him.
Sam heaved a sigh.
“Taking a break?” Greg asked as he and Q leaned back with her.
“After fourteen hours of flight and layover, I wasn’t prepared for this. Thank you both so much. I appreciate—” Sam and everyone else turned towards the yelling that was taking place near the entrance.
Mrs. Whipley stepped back as another woman Sam hadn’t previously noticed at the party screamed at Ms. Reed and the man, that she assumed, was her fiancé. Wearing a designer wrap dress and strappy heels with laces wrapped up to her calf, the younger woman looked to be around the same age as Sam. The fiancé moved between the two women as they swiped and snarled at each other. 
Sam cocked her head to one side. “Q, did we go to high school with the younger one on the left?” she asked about the aggressor.
Q squinted.
“Put your glasses on,” Greg said.
Q slid her glasses down from the top of her head. “Thanks, hon. Yeah, I think that’s Leticia Pedroza. She’s a big deal at some tech company in Irvine.”
“Oh!” All three reacted when Abby Reed threw her drink in Leticia’s face. Unlike in the movies, ice cubes flew out, hitting her face.
“You bitch!” Leticia screamed and flew past the man, lunging at Ms. Reed, both women toppling to the floor.
Sam overheard one of the WB-triple-OG ladies’ comment on the unexpected floor show. “Good Lord, it’s like Dynasty.” 
“Greg, will you help me with this?” Sam gave him a pleading look. She glanced around and didn’t immediately see Aunt Lily, but knew her aunt wouldn’t want any harm to come to anyone, let alone allow violence in her studio. Greg nodded, and they moved through the crowd with purpose. Before they could reach them, the man, who had been trying to pull the two women apart, got knocked over by a stray kick to the groin.
The entire party gasped.
Greg rushed over to him. “Can you stand?” 
The man groaned and nodded. He stood bent over, and with Greg’s help, shuffled off to the side. 
Sam turned her attention to the entangled women. She was stern, but did not yell. “Ladies, please!” 
The women continued to flail their arms at each other, some landing on the face and head, and others just catching the floor as they rolled and wobbled in a heap. 
They really do look like cats in those videos. “Stop!” Sam grabbed for the nearest shoulder in an effort to pull them apart, but a brusque arm swing pushed her backwards. Another collective gasp. Sam stumbled, but did not fall.
Gritting her teeth, Leticia, straddled over Ms. Reed’s bottom with one hand pressing on her back as the other hand waved a defiant finger, responded, “Not until she tells me what she’s doing with my boyfriend.”
Ms. Reed, who was quite fit, was able to turn her shoulder slightly and grab Leticia’s free wrist. In the time it took to draw a breath, Ms. Reed flipped Leticia over, pinned her arms down, and fired back, “I’m not here with your boyfriend. I’m here with my fiancé!”




Chapter two


“Your what?” Leticia spat the words.  “You said you didn’t believe in marriage!” Leticia glared at the man while struggling to wriggle out from under the older woman.
“That’s enough!” Greg boomed and picked Ms. Reed off Leticia as if he was grabbing the Sunday paper off the front porch. 
Sam rushed over to help Leticia to her feet. “Are you hurt, Leticia?” She gave her former classmate a once over to see if there were any obvious signs of physical damage.
“Oh, please, as if she could harm me.” Leticia yanked her arm away and did a double take when she finally looked up and saw who had come to her aid.  “You’ve got to be kidding me. Sam Gordon. When did you get back in town?”  She brushed off her clothes. In high school, Leticia had been an interesting cross between mean girl and “it” girl. Seemed not much had changed. 
“Just a couple of hours ago,” Sam said.
“It’s her welcome home party.” Greg didn’t temper his disdain.
Leticia didn’t even attempt to hide her eye roll. “I hope you’ll forgive this rude interruption to your welcome home party.” 
Sam wasn’t sure how to respond to such a sarcastic apology and was saved when Aunt Lily suddenly appeared.
“Oh dear! Leticia, have some tea and let me look at you and make sure you’re okay.” Aunt Lily rushed to Leticia’s side and waved Q, holding a tray with two cups of tea, over. Leticia’s expression softened as she let out a heavy sigh. Even Leticia couldn’t be rude to Aunt Lily.
“I’m fine, Aunt Lily. Really. I think I’d rather just leave.” She squeezed Aunt Lily’s hand and turned to exit when she spotted Ms. Reed, and her hackles went up like a flare.
Aunt Lily acted as if everything was normal and offered tea to Abigail, who stared warily at Leticia.
Greg still held Ms. Reed by the elbow when he said, “Maybe you three could take this outside.” Sam spun around, but the fiancé was nowhere to be seen and Leticia stormed out.
Abigail exhaled as she accepted the cup from Aunt Lily. “I am so sorry. I hope this doesn’t ruin the party.” 
Most of the guests were moving back into their conversational groups. Sam could only imagine what they were talking about.
“Nonsense! This will become a funny story you tell your grandkids,” Aunt Lily said.
“I’ll probably kill him before I’ll be able to laugh about it,” Abigail said between sips. 
Sam, Q and Greg barely had a minute to recover before Aunt Lily bustled over with a large serving tray filled with pastries that Q had brought from Café Nate. “Here, start passing these out so the guests can talk to you about all the scrumptious food and not the cat fight.”
Q quickly took the tray from Aunt Lily. “I’ll take it.” Q nodded to Sam. “You go mingle.”
“You can’t tell me what to do,” Sam teased.
“But I can, and I say, go mingle,” Aunt Lily instructed in no uncertain terms.
Sam wandered over to the beverage table. She would need some liquid refreshment if she was going to be talking all night. Sam was deciding between mango green tea or pH-balanced water when a male behind her said, “I knew that guy was bad news.”
“Excuse me?” Sam turned to see Eddie Carpenter Jr., the owner of Carpenter’s Hardware, who had recently taken over for his dad.
“Junior! It’s so great to see you.”
“You’re the star of the hour. Welcome back.” Junior pulled her in for a tight squeeze. 
“So, how do you know him? Did you know he was engaged to one and dating the other?” Sam asked, wondering what kind of troublemaker he was, as if being a two-timer wasn’t enough.
Disdain dripped as Junior spoke. “The guy’s a full-blown con man. He came into the store with some cock and bull story about his funds being tied up internationally and could he get a line of credit since he had a lot of remodeling to do for his office. I said, ‘Sure, fill out a credit application,’ and handed him one. You know what he said?”  
Sam shook her head listening intently, and he continued.
“He said he didn’t have the documents that have his account numbers. I said, ‘No problem; you can fill it out online from home,’ and I wrote the link address on the back of a business card.”
Sam waited for more, then prodded him on. “And did he?”
Junior chortled. “No. He came back the next day and said his computer crashed. Can you believe this guy? He wanted to know if a gentleman’s handshake would do until he got his computer fixed, but HE’S the tech guy so… wouldn’t he have extras or certainly be able to fix it himself?”  
“He might have needed parts,” Sam mumbled to herself. 
“Anyway, I told him I run my business by the book, so he was welcome to pay cash or use a credit card. Just as I expected, he left.”
“That does sound––”
“Except, he came back when I wasn’t around and spoke to my dad, who is a lot more old school.”
“Oh, no.” Sam winced in anticipation.
“Oh, yes. Dad gave him a twenty-thousand-dollar line of credit, and he’s used every penny of it, and we haven’t seen a dime.”
I bet that’s who the Carpenters were arguing with earlier. “I’m so sorry. Can you take legal action?” Sam asked. 
“We’ve started the legal process, but it’s slow. Besides, I’m a carpenter with a few tools in my belt to solve a problem. Sorry, Sam, I see someone I need to speak with.” And with that, he dashed off.
Sam took the quiet moment to look around at all the people who had come to welcome her home. Q and Greg were still serving up food and making conversation. Aunt Lily laughed with Edith and Gertie, and as much as she enjoyed the party, Sam wished it was just the two of them, curled up on the sofa watching Thin Man movies and eating popcorn like they did when she was a teenager.




Chapter three

“Joan, I’m going to wrap this up for you to take home,” Aunt Lily said, stacking more than one foil-wrapped plate of food.  
Joan clucked her tongue in a half-hearted protest.
A chortle escaped Sam’s lips. “Sorry. The futility of arguing with Aunt Lily and taking home leftovers just came screaming back to me.”
Q, Greg and Joan joined in Sam’s giggles.
“I’ve got some for you too, Q.” 
Q fired back quickly, “Oh no, you don’t, Aunt Lily. I can get my food any time I want. Pack that up for you and Sam so you don’t have to cook.” 
Greg was stacking the chairs when his phone chirped three times. “Babe, I gotta go. Can you get a ride home?”
“Now?” Q’s pitch raised.
“You know how it is when a client is close to launch.” He was by her side in three quick strides, kissing her forehead and cheek, and giving her soulful puppy dog eyes.
“Pfff! Like I could say no to those eyes.” Q tilted her head and offered her cheek for another kiss.
“I’ll take her. You go,” Sam offered as he planted a kiss on Q’s lips and dashed out the door.
Q sighed as she said, “At least he made it to the end of the party.” 
Sam strode next to her friend, putting an arm around her. “Now you can fill me in on the latest gossip.”
Q laughed. “Greg has a better line on the 4-1-1 than I do, but I’m sure I’ve got a few updates for you.”
“Are you ready to go, Aunt Lily?” Sam hollered toward the back room.  Aunt Lily came out with an armful of canvases.
“Would you mind coming back for me after you drop off Q? I want to set up for tomorrow morning’s class. That way we can have breakfast together.” 
“I don’t want to leave you here alone,” Sam said, knowing she was going to do as Aunt Lily asked.
“Joan’s still here, and you’ll be back in twenty minutes.”
“Or less!” Q interjected. Sam punched her arm.
“Okay, I’ll be right back. Lock the door behind me.”  
***Sam snorted, trying to suppress laughter at seeing Q white knuckling it on the arm rest.
“I’m not driving that fast. You’re just used to driving with Greg, who drives below the posted speed limit.”
“And who stops at stop signs and doesn’t think a yellow light means go faster,” Q said matter-of-factly.
“I stopped,” Sam whined.
Q raised her eyebrow and smirked, which only made Sam laugh.
“Okay, fine.” As they rolled up to a stop sign, Sam said, “One-two-three. There.” Her foot was back on the gas. “I counted to three.”
Q rolled her eyes.
“Thank you so much for coming, and for the food.” Sam decided to change the subject.
“It was our pleasure, hon! I’m just so happy to have you back.” Q squeezed Sam’s hand.
“I missed you guys so much,” Sam said.
“And yet, you’re always on your way somewhere else.” Q’s tone was more melancholic.
“Because I don’t want you to get sick of me,” Sam quipped back.
“As if.”
Sam pulled up to the curb and affected her flight attendant voice. “We have arrived at your destination. You may undo your seat belts.”
Q laughed, unhooking her seat belt and getting out of the car.  She leaned in before closing the door. “Come to the café for lunch tomorrow.”
“Done. I’ll see you then.” Sam watched Q walk up to the door, open it and wave back at her once she stepped inside the door.  This was something they had started in high school. Sam waved as she pulled away.
She decided to take the long way back so she could drive through the Plaza circle, a roundabout instead of a traditional intersection which was one of the unique things about Orange Grove.  In the very middle was a round island like a little park. This section of town was historic, and she loved seeing the brickwork and the façades of the shops and restaurants. She would have plenty of time to spend down here, so for now she didn’t want to keep Aunt Lily waiting any longer.
***Sam shook her head as she approached the wide-open door of All Souls Art & Craft Studio.
“Aunt Lily, you were supposed to lock the door behind me, not leave it open. Hey, what’s with the lights?”
"AHHHHHHHHH!!" A blood-curdling scream came from the back. Sam bolted through the dark studio.
“Aunt Lily! Where are you?” Sam shouted.
“Sam?” A quivery reply.
“Joan?”
“Over here.”
Sam followed Joan’s voice near the check-out counter, nearly tripping over things on the floor; she finally turned the flashlight from her phone on. She shined it on the floor to see where she was going. Broken glass and art supplies were all over.
“What happened? Where’s—” Sam caught sight of Aunt Lily, lying on the floor, not moving. “Aunt Lily!” Sam rushed beside her and Joan, who had tripped over the body. Her gut lurched when she saw the blood pooling out Aunt Lily’s forehead.
Phone already out, Sam dialed 9-1-1 on speaker. As it rang, she did a quick check on Joan, who had righted herself.
“Joan, are you okay? Are you injured?”
“I think so. I mean, I think I’m okay.” Her voice warbled.
Afraid to move or turn Aunt Lily, Sam checked her pulse. She didn’t have a mirror handy, so she slid her phone under Aunt Lily’s nose to make sure she was still breathing. It fogged up. 
“Joan, what happened?"
“I-I don't know. I was, uh, coming back from returning the centerpieces to May’s and… it was dark––”
“Was the door wide open?” Sam interrupted.
“Yes, and I called out
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