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      Westwick Witches Cozy Mysteries series

      

      Lights, camera, assassin…

      A Hollywood movie shoot comes to town and journalist Cendrine West is eager for a scoop. Her witchy family also wants in on the action, but shenanigans with the stars soon turn to Tinseltown tragedy.

      Bodies are piling up faster than a coven’s worth of curses, and everything points back to Cen’s starstruck family. They will stop at nothing in their quest for supernatural stardom, even if that means meddling in a murder investigation.

      The witches have created one spell of a mess and given the killer a chance to get away with murder. Cen resorts to her own blend of supernatural justice to keep her family in check, but can she unmask the killer before he strikes again?

      Welcome to the wild, wild Wests!

      Witch & Famous is for fans of paranormal mystery, cozy mystery, and wickedly funny witches.
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      Movie stars can be cantankerous, demanding creatures. I just never expected Aunt Amber to be any of those things. Not only was she an accomplished witch; she was also used to getting her way as a senior executive with Witches International Community Craft Association. WICCA was her life.

      Yet my workaholic aunt had abandoned her career for an acting role. She had never expressed an interest in acting and didn’t even like going to the movies, so the idea of her starring in a major Hollywood blockbuster was preposterous.

      Yet in less than a week she had landed a co-starring role in High Noon Heist, the sequel to the mega-successful Hollywood blockbuster movie Midnight Heist. And convinced a hotshot Hollywood producer to film the movie right here in Westwick Corners. Our almost-ghost town could certainly use an economic boost, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why our rundown town was chosen.

      It made no sense. Either Aunt Amber had powerful Hollywood connections, had piled on the witchcraft, or both. The details were still sketchy, and I had no idea who was starring opposite Aunt Amber other than it was some Hollywood hotshot.

      Why he was willing to travel all the way to eastern Washington State I had no idea. But one thing was clear: the film crew really was from Hollywood, and as long as things went well, the movie was pretty much guaranteed to put Westwick Corners back on the map. The tourists would return with their wallets and Westwick Corners would be financially in the black once more.

      All my information came secondhand from Mom since I hadn’t even seen Aunt Amber yet. She had arrived late last night from London, England, where she now lived. She had gone straight to her dressing-room trailer downtown instead of stopping in to see us. That seemed a little odd, but in typical Aunt Amber fashion, she was eager to get a head start.

      Mom and I had spent all night readying our family’s bed and breakfast, The Westwick Corners Inn, for our incoming guests. Even witches couldn’t escape a certain amount of manual labor. There just weren’t enough hours in the day, or night in this case. I had tumbled into bed around 1 a.m. but I tossed and turned.

      My mind churned as I mentally ran through the details. The rooms were ready and Mom had the dining room tables set for breakfast. I would hang around the set as a sort of town liaison, making sure the film bigwigs had everything they needed. I also hoped to interview some of the stars for The Westwick Corners Weekly. I was the paper’s publisher, though that sounded more impressive than it actually was. In reality, I had bought myself the job when the previous owner retired. I realized soon enough that it was a newspaper with dying circulation and probably not the best business to be in these days. As Aunt Pearl liked to say, it was just a free newspaper for coupon clippers.

      Her comments stung but she was right. My dedicated coupon clippers didn’t give a hoot about the articles I spent hours writing. Thinking otherwise bordered on insanity. My ever-shrinking pool of aging pensioners just wanted coupons and sale flyers. But at least for now, the advertising revenue still paid the bills and kept my newspaper afloat.

      My only other assignment was to keep an eye on Aunt Pearl. That was easier said than done. Aunt Pearl hated the idea of visitors coming to town. She also had an intense sibling rivalry with Aunt Amber, so I hoped they could just get along for once.

      I glanced at the clock and saw that it was just before 5 a.m. I felt like I hadn’t slept a wink all night, and it was obvious I wasn’t going to fall back asleep. I was too excited about the movie. It seemed too good to be true. There had to be witchcraft involved, and I was afraid the spell would be broken at any moment.

      I pulled on jeans and a t-shirt and headed outside. I skipped down the treehouse steps, breathing in the moist morning air. My grandfather had built the treehouse years ago at the far end of the property overlooking the vineyard. It was private but also only a few hundred yards away from the Inn where Mom and Aunt Pearl lived on the bottom floor.

      I turned my thoughts back to Aunt Amber. She was definitely up to something, but what? Maybe she was just trying to help business by bringing the movie to Westwick Corners.

      Or maybe not. I hadn’t known her to do anything that wasn’t self-promoting in some way. She already had the movie role, so why did the film have to be shot here? Something niggled at my brain just out of grasp. Aunt Amber wouldn’t take a leave of absence from WICCA for anything—unless magic was involved. Yet there were no telltale signs, or at least none that I could see.

      A more accomplished witch would easily recognize supernatural hijinks but I was remiss with my spells. I always meant to practice more, but life just seemed to get in the way. Especially lately. As things heated up between me and Tyler, everything else seemed to take a back seat. The thought of my hunky boyfriend made me smile. Tyler Gates was also our town sheriff. He would be busy today too, with all the movie people in town.

      I planned to check in on Aunt Amber at her trailer and see what else I could find out. The Inn was quiet and dark as I walked by, our guests not yet awake for breakfast. That was still a few hours away. I had lots of time to check out the movie set on Main Street.

      I walked down the hill, enjoying the early morning quiet. It was still dark, so I used a flashlight to find my way along the tree-lined driveway that wound its way down the hill. I reached the main road that led downtown and headed towards Main Street. As I got closer I saw figures busily moving back and forth across the street. Apparently, the movie crew had been up all night too.

      The normally deserted streets stirred with activity as crews unloaded trucks, set up lighting and equipment. Mobile dressing room trailers were parked on the opposite side of the bank building. I scanned the street for my redheaded aunt, but saw no sign of her. I figured she was inside her trailer.

      I headed towards the set, which was technically just the two center blocks of Westwick Corner’s Main Street. Brick and stone buildings from the start of the 20th century lined the street. The three-story bank building was the tallest building in town and the setting for the first scene in High Noon Heist. All sorts of cameras, lights and equipment were set up around the building as dozens of people scurried back and forth.

      Filming in Westwick Corners certainly had some advantages. The buildings had basically remained untouched for decades. There was simply no money to renovate or build new ones. Main Street was quite picturesque in a faded and forgotten sort of way. The neglected buildings still sported the same windows and trim from the turn of the last century. Things looked exactly as they had then, only shabbier. Visitors to our town often said that it was like stepping back in time.

      Except that now the brick was sandblasted, the wood trim freshly coated with paint, and the buildings sported signage from the 1900s era. Even the asphalt road was covered with six inches of dirt so that it now resembled a dirt road.

      All this had happened overnight. I couldn’t believe it was just the film crew’s work. No doubt Aunt Amber’s supernatural touch was somehow involved. However it had happened, our spruced-up town’s facelift put a smile on my face.

      The few traces of modernity had been either disguised or removed. It seemed that our almost-bankrupt town’s financial problems had been solved overnight. The movie had paid our town handsomely for the shoot, and the cast and crew brought money to Westwick Corners too. We even had guests at our Inn, and other local businesses also benefited. The movie and the town’s facelift could even put our town back in the black again.

      I headed to Mom’s food truck parked a half-block away. It was a hastily conjured up 1960s-era panel truck with lettering on the side that read Ruby’s Burgers. Below the lettering was an open counter that revealed a full stainless steel kitchen inside. As I approached, the side door opened and Mom emerged.

      I was surprised to see her here in town and not at the Inn, but sometimes witches could be in two places at the same time. Or rather, they appeared to be. It was an illusion but a pretty effective one.

      “Cen, have you seen Amber?” Mom brushed flour off the daisy-covered apron that covered her tie-dye shirt and faded embroidered jeans. She always dressed like a modern-day hippie but somehow looked fashionable at the same time. Her quirky fashion sense was completely unplanned. She never threw anything away and just liked to dress comfortably.

      I shook my head. “That’s who I’m looking for. I was just heading over to check her dressing room trailer.” I also hoped to get a sense of where the other stars’ trailers were. Maybe I could interview a few of them before filming started.

      “Tell her to drop by when she has a chance. I need someone to watch over things for a while.” That was Mom’s code for babysitting Aunt Pearl so she wouldn’t ruin things with her mischief. Aunt Pearl hated tourists, even though they brought money to our town. This movie thing was sure to fray her nerves.

      While Mom could be in two places at the same time, so to speak, it was a bit much to tend to the Inn, work the catering truck, and watch Aunt Pearl at the same time. Even with her split-second speed, it was too long to leave Aunt Pearl unsupervised. Mom’s witchcraft skills were a decided advantage when it came to getting a head start on the catering competition, but they paled in comparison to Aunt Pearl’s talents. And my aunt tended not to channel her skills productively.

      Mom waved her hand towards the seating area around the trailer. “What do you think?”

      A dozen or so round tables with chairs were set up to the right of the truck, under the shade of a large willow tree. The tables looked inviting with red-checkered tablecloths and vases of white and red carnations gracing each table. Mom’s plan was to get everything ready at the catering truck for mid-morning snacks and lunch, then head back to the Inn and serve breakfast to the guests.

      “Looks like you have everything covered. Need any help with the food prep?” Not that she needed it—her cooking was to die for.

      But die we might, with ornery Aunt Pearl manning the barbecue. She emerged from the trailer and headed to the barbecue area. It was to the left of the food truck, about ten feet away.

      “Keep out of it, Cen. I’ve got everything under control.” Aunt Pearl reversed course and headed towards us, brandishing barbecue tongs like a weapon.

      I was about to ask why she was barbecuing so early in the morning when Mom caught my eye. She pressed a finger to her lips to silence me. The burgers would be wasted, but that was a small price to pay in order to keep Aunt Pearl occupied.

      “Cen, you’re just in time for lunch. Grab a bun.” Aunt Pearl motioned to a rectangular table beside the food truck. It was laden with buns, condiments, and salads. “These are my secret recipe charbroiled burgers.”

      “It’s not even breakfast time yet,” I protested. “How about a coffee instead?”

      She ignored me and turned away, strangely oblivious to the three-foot flames that shot up behind her from the barbecue. The flames came awfully close to the willow tree branches that hung low overhead.

      “Watch out!” The tree’s lower branches smoked and crackled as sparks flew. I looked around for something to douse the flames, but Mom was one step ahead of me. She whispered a few words and within seconds the barbecue flames were extinguished.

      Pyromaniac Aunt Pearl loved an audience and would go to great lengths for attention. It usually involved magic, fire, or too often, both. She especially loved to irritate me, so I wanted to ignore her. But I couldn’t when safety was at stake. I glanced over at the film set workers. Thankfully they were all too immersed in their tasks to notice the split-second flare-up.

      “Relax, Cen. I would have fixed anything that got out of hand. You always overreact.”

      “It’s better if nothing happens in the first place.” I studied the plate of blackened burgers on the table beside her. “Nobody’s going to eat those things. They’re burnt to a crisp.”

      Mom swooped up the plate. “Some people like their burgers well done. I’ll just take these inside so they’re ready to go.”

      Those burgers were headed for the trash, but Aunt Pearl didn’t know that. I mentally calculated the number of burgers per hour that my Aunt could barbecue before noon. It was an expensive way to keep the peace, but at least it kept other damage to a minimum. Aunt Pearl could really wreak havoc if she wanted to. At least on burger detail, she was under Mom’s watchful eyes.

      I was scared to think of what other little disasters Aunt Pearl had planned to stop filming. Despite her helpful demeanor, I knew she wanted nothing more than to run these interlopers out of town. I hated to think of what plans she had for our fully booked Inn, where she was chief housekeeper.

      That job was Mom’s idea, thinking it would mean limited to no interaction with guests. Unfortunately though, it gave Aunt Pearl unfettered access to the guest rooms, and unlimited opportunities for mischief with shampoo, soap and charging weird cable shows to the guests’ accounts. She probably had much worse ideas in mind, but ignorance is bliss and I didn’t want to even think about what else was going on in that head of hers.

      The more immediate problem was Aunt Pearl’s barbecue antics. I was afraid to ask, but did anyway. “What are you doing here? I thought Aunt Amber got you a job on set.” Were they fighting already?

      Aunt Pearl ignored me as she slapped another half dozen burgers onto the grill. She turned up the gas.

      Aunt Amber had promised to keep her oldest sister occupied 24/7. Yet Aunt Pearl was here in the thick of things just waiting to stir up trouble. She was a ninety-pound tornado just looking for a place to land. Tourists, movie people—they were all the enemy in her mind. Her presence at Mom’s food truck was no coincidence. I just hoped she wouldn’t go so far as to poison people.

      “Amber got Pearl a great job working with props, but Pearl refuses to take it.” Mom tucked a stray blonde hair under her bright fuchsia and turquoise bandana. “Says it’s beneath her.”

      “You got it wrong, Ruby. I never refused.” Aunt Pearl waved her barbecue fork in the air, almost spearing a tree branch. “The job was misrepresented to me. I was supposed to be the head of pyrotechnics, not some lackey guarding a toy box. No wonder Amber’s avoiding me. She’s going to pay for this.”

      “You can’t be the head of pyrotechnics. You don’t have any movie experience.” I sighed. My aunts’ sibling rivalry knew no bounds. “I’m sure Aunt Amber was just trying to help.”

      Aunt Pearl snorted as she sprinkled liquid from her hip flask onto the barbecue. Flames shot up from the grill a split-second later. She gazed lovingly at the flames as they rose higher and higher from the grill. She seemed to be in a trance.

      “Watch out!” The hair on the back of my neck rose. My five-foot-nothing firebug aunt had a hate-on for authority figures, both formal and informal. She was also a recovering pyromaniac, so the idea of her having anything to do with fire freaked me out.

      The flames lessened as the fuel burned off, and Aunt Pearl came out of her trance. “You said something?” She smiled sweetly at us.

      “Props is a great opportunity, Pearl. You’ve got to start somewhere.” Mom turned the barbecue flame down. “You can add that experience to your résumé.”

      “Amber doesn’t have experience.” Aunt Pearl snorted. “How come she gets a leading role?”

      I wondered that too. Instead, I said, “You’re just jealous.”

      “Am not.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Do you always have to compete with each other?” Mom’s two older sisters were now in their sixties and seventies, with Aunt Pearl the oldest. Their intense sibling rivalry hadn’t diminished at all. In fact, it had grown stronger with each passing year. They couldn’t be in the same room for five minutes before they tried to one-up each other. Mom always broke up their spats and played mediator even though she was the youngest.

      “I wish you and Amber would stop being so competitive,” Mom said. “You’re both good at different things, that’s all. You complement each other.”

      I snorted involuntarily and they both glared at me.

      “I have life experience, Ruby. I’m also a witch and a darn good one too. I’m not about to work for some incompetent has-been who doesn’t know what the heck he’s doing.”

      “You mean the props manager? Of course he knows what he’s doing. He’s got years of experience like everyone else here. They’re all professionals.” Mom tilted her head in the direction of the set.

      “I can whip up some mean special effects. His are a joke.” Aunt Pearl waved her hand and the barbecue flames shot up again.

      Mom shot them down with a wave of her hand. “Just keep a lid on your tricks for a couple of days, okay? None of the movie people know we’re witches and we have to keep it that way.”

      “But Bill doesn’t know what he’s doing. At this rate, they’ll be filming forever.” She scowled. “I just wanted to lend a helping hand so they can wrap things up quickly. But whatever I suggest gets shot down.”

      “Don’t try any funny stuff, Aunt Pearl.” I had no idea who Bill was or why she called him incompetent, but I figured anyone working on a movie this big had to be good at his job. More likely, excellent at it. Movie making was an industry everyone wanted to be in, and competition for jobs was fierce.

      “Cen’s right. You can’t blow our cover,” Mom said. “Just do good work and earn their respect. At least Amber got you a job.”

      Aunt Pearl shook her head. “No can do. I won’t compromise on quality. I have standards, you know.”

      I had no idea what quality standards she was talking about. Maybe another job was just too stressful for her. Westwick Corners was so small that most locals had a few jobs. We all had to be entrepreneurs because the local economy was nonexistent.

      The West family was no different since we all pitched in to run the Westwick Corners Inn and our bar, The Witching Post, in addition to other jobs. We always needed extra money to make ends meet. That was probably why Aunt Amber had gotten us all involved in the movie in the first place.

      Everyone except me, that is. I felt a little slighted that Aunt Amber hadn’t gotten me a job too, but in another sense I was relieved. Most West family ventures tended to go haywire. I could just watch from a distance.

      But still.

      Why not me? Was it because I didn’t practice my witchcraft enough? True, I was a Pearl’s Charm School dropout, but punishing me for being a slacker witch seemed extreme. Maybe Aunt Amber didn’t think I was good enough, but trusting Aunt Pearl for a job ahead of me was both surprising and disturbing. Maybe it was Aunt Amber’s way of giving me a wake-up call, but her tough love approach hurt.

      I watched as Aunt Pearl flipped charcoal-black burgers off the grill and onto a plate. She promptly dropped another half dozen burgers on the grill.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t work on the movie after all. What will your students do?” Pearl’s Charm School, Aunt Pearl’s witchcraft school, had zero students and was foundering, despite Aunt Pearl’s claims to the contrary. In fact, all of our businesses were in serious trouble, including The Westwick Corners Weekly. The movie shoot was the biggest thing to come to town in decades, and we all wanted—no, needed—to be a part of it.

      “I need a break from teaching. You know how I get bored,” Aunt Pearl snapped. “Those students really test my patience sometimes too.”

      “How is this any better?” I studied my gray-haired aunt. “You’re flipping burgers on a barbecue. And you’re miserable about it.”

      “It’s not better at all, Cendrine. That’s kind of the point,” Aunt Pearl sniffed. “The special effects role was supposed to provide me with an outlet for my creative juices. Amber promised me full creative control. She said that if I helped her land the movie, she’d make it worth my while. Then she belittled me by getting me a job way below my talents and capabilities.”

      I was tempted to ask how exactly she had helped Aunt Amber arrange for the movie to be filmed in Westwick Corners, but our discussion was already getting sidetracked.

      “You can’t use witchcraft. Or fire.” I had a sinking feeling that whatever help Aunt Pearl had given came with strings attached. Some things were better not knowing.

      “You know I wouldn’t do that, Cendrine.” Aunt Pearl’s lower lip stuck out in a fake pout and her eye twitched the way it always did when she was lying. “I always follow the rules.”

      I bit my tongue, not wanting to start an argument. Aunt Pearl had probably steamrolled Aunt Amber into the props job by threatening something worse. Her disappointment only meant that we could expect more revenge of some kind. What the retaliation would be wasn’t exactly clear, but we all dreaded Aunt Pearl’s bouts of “creativity”. There was a fine line between giving in to her demands and keeping her out of trouble. No wonder Aunt Amber had gotten her the props assistant role.

      That was also why Mom had her manning the barbecue. If Aunt Pearl was going to play with fire, at least it would be supervised.
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      Mom and I reluctantly left Aunt Pearl at the catering truck while we tended to breakfast at the Inn. It was rare to have our boutique bed and breakfast fully booked like it was today. Most of the cast and crew had opted for more modern accommodations an hour away in Shady Creek, but some had decided to stay in town. Our guests included a few VIPs and we wanted to pull out all the stops to make a great impression. We hoped to encourage return visits and maybe even garner some free publicity.

      I grated cheese for omelets while Mom chopped vegetables. We were just settling into a rhythm when a shrill voice interrupted us.

      “How could you leave me alone here to fend for myself?” Grandma Vi’s ghostly form flitted back and forth across the kitchen. “I don’t like all these intruders. What are they doing here?”

      “They’re filming a movie, Grandma. It’s only temporary.” I was surprised that Aunt Amber hadn’t told her in advance about the movie, but then again, Aunt Amber hadn’t given any of us much notice.

      “I don’t have a few days. I want you to get rid of all these people.” Her apparition wavered the way it did when she got really upset. Grandma never forgave Mom for turning our family home into a boutique bed and breakfast, and this was just the icing on the cake.

      “You’re a ghost, Grandma. You’ve got all the time in the world.” Grandma stayed with me in the treehouse now. While a ghostly roommate seemed like an ideal situation, Grandma Vi was really hard to live with. She constantly competed for my attention when I had guests over and complained of loneliness when it was just the two of us.

      “Don’t keep reminding me. At least put the house back the way it was.”

      She meant the Inn, which was unchanged except for the presence of guests. “We have to earn a living somehow, Grandma. They’ll be gone soon.” I felt bad but our cash needs outweighed her feelings for the moment. Either we rented out the rooms or we moved to another town with job opportunities.

      “Soon is a couple of days too long for me. I’m trying to be patient but they’ve already overstayed their welcome. I’ve had enough of this. Time to make a spectacle of myself.” She headed towards the door that led out into the dining room.

      I raced to the door and blocked it with my body. “Specter, Grandma. You’re a specter, not a spectacle. Please don’t go in there. I’ll make it up to you somehow, I promise.” I glanced over at Mom, but her back was turned as she cooked breakfast on the grill.

      “You know I can pass right through you, Cen.”  She floated six inches from my face. “Don’t make me do it.”

      “Okay, fine. Why don’t we make some tinctures later on?” Bribery was the only weapon I had. Grandma could wreak havoc if she didn’t get her way. “We haven’t done that in a while.”

      Grandma’s aura immediately brightened to a happy sunny yellow. “I would love that. We’ll make love potions and bewitch all these movie people.” She giggled like a teenager. “Think of the trouble we’ll start!”

      “That sounds like fun!” My voice came out a little higher pitched than normal, so I hoped I sounded convincing. I had no intention of using magic on the movie people without their knowledge, but Grandma Vi didn’t have to know that. “Maybe we can do it tomorrow, once things settle down a bit.”

      She shook her head slowly. “No. You’ll have to think of something better than that. What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

      “Why don’t you pick out some shows and movies to watch? We can binge-watch all the old Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie episodes tonight. Just to get inspired.” I reached out to pat her arm, but naturally my hand went right through her.

      “That’s all you’ve got to offer? That’s hardly worth my while,” Grandma Vi said. “Besides, I’m not really in the mood for comedy. In fact, I wouldn’t mind blowing off some steam and scaring some people right now. Maybe I’ll create my own drama.”

      “Please don’t, Grandma.” I held up my hand in protest. It was obvious where Aunt Pearl got her ornery attitude from, but it was also clear that Grandma Vi had been pushed too far. I lowered my voice to a whisper so that Mom couldn’t hear. “Maybe we could do a spell on Amber and Pearl. You know, so they get along better.”

      “Hmmm.” She floated up towards the ceiling, deep in thought. A couple of seconds later she popped up two inches in front of me. “That’s a very good idea, Cen. You’ll learn something new, and my daughters can get along for once.”

      “Deal,” I said. “I’ll get some herbs from the garden and see you back at the treehouse later tonight.” Making tinctures was the only part of witchcraft I was really comfortable with, though I doubted there was a potion strong enough to take the edges off my aunts’ strong personalities. It seemed to satisfy Grandma Vi, at least for the moment.

      “Ta ta.” Grandma Vi’s image faded into nothing.

      I turned my thoughts back to Aunt Pearl. Leaving her unsupervised around the movie people was risky, but we didn’t have much choice. At least it was still early morning, a time when she was usually in a more civil mood and less likely to act up. The barbecue had satisfied her inner fire bug for the time being.

      We needed two people at the Inn, one to cook and one to serve breakfast. As the server, I had an ulterior motive, which was to arrange interviews with some of our more famous guests. Then maybe, just maybe, one of my articles would catch on with readers and I could really make a go of it. I had several articles already planned on the movie shoot and write-ups on the movie stars. All I needed was to actually meet some of them while I served breakfast.

      What I wanted more than anything was to meet Steven Scarabelli, the legendary producer who was staying at our inn. But that wasn’t to be, at least not yet. It turned out that I missed him by mere minutes as he had skipped breakfast and departed for the set while we were cooking.

      Fortunately, it didn’t take Mom and me long to attend to the guests and we were soon headed back to the food truck. Main Street bustled with activity and even more buildings had been painted while we were away. The street’s fresh new facades contrasted sharply with the side streets. There the neglected buildings remained boarded, paint peeling from their wooden facades.

      I felt a surge of hope, satisfied that the movie had already breathed new life into Westwick Corners even though filming hadn’t started yet. Our town’s population had dwindled from thousands to just a few hundred over the last decade, and the lack of jobs drove young people away as soon as they finished school. Some went to nearby Shady Creek, and others went even further afield to Seattle. But the movie could reverse that tide. Now our luck was about to change for the better.

      If the movie people liked our town, they would return. We could brand ourselves as a Hollywood North of sorts. The movie was a huge economic boost, a golden opportunity that had dropped in our laps. One movie could lead to another, and bring with it jobs and cash. Witches could do a lot of things, but we couldn’t conjure up money. Success was ours as long as we didn’t squander it.

      I was jarred from my thoughts as we neared the food truck. A flash of red caught my eye. It was so bright that it reflected off the white truck and I had to shield my eyes. As I got closer I saw the source. A platinum blonde bombshell in a red sequined evening gown posed in front of the food truck.

      At first, I thought it was one of the actresses, but as we drew closer I saw that wasn’t the case. A sick feeling formed in the pit of my stomach.

      Mom saw it too. “Oh no! I told Pearl that Carolyn was not welcome here. Why does she always have to ruin things?”

      I didn’t have an answer. Carolyn Conroe was Aunt Pearl’s alter ego, a thirtyish Marilyn Monroe lookalike creation that Aunt Pearl shape-shifted into whenever she craved attention. Especially male attention.

      Aunt Pearl claimed that she hated men, but simultaneously seemed to be living out some weird fantasy vicariously through Carolyn Conroe. I was embarrassed to watch, though everyone else seemed oblivious to her shenanigans.

      Her skintight sequined dress strained at her curves as she balanced a plateful of burgers stacked a foot high. She beckoned like a siren song to the steady stream of male admirers who walked almost zombie-like towards the food truck. I counted at least two dozen, none of them locals so I assumed they were part of the film crew. I doubted there was much work being done at the moment.

      Carolyn had brought the film set to a standstill, baited with beef and blonde hair. If we were to impress the Hollywood bigwigs, we had to avoid disruptions like this. Our future depended upon the movie going off without a hitch.

      As we got closer I got a good look at Carolyn’s admirers. A few of them were practically drooling as they stared at her, trance-like. “At least we know what she’s up to.”

      “True,” Mom said. “And this way we can keep her away from Amber. Their competitiveness could get out of hand and ruin everything.”

      I nodded. A supernatural beauty contest was the last thing we needed, with each sister trying to outdo the other. Mostly it was Aunt Pearl who instigated things. She resented the fact that her younger sister was better-looking and had a much more successful career.

      I was surprised that Aunt Pearl would dare to pull her Carolyn Conroe act with Aunt Amber nearby. Technically her shape shifting was a violation of WICCA rules. There were very few instances where a witch was allowed to impersonate someone, real or imagined. While Aunt Pearl constantly broke rules, she was already two strikes out of three from an incident earlier in the year. As a WICCA VP, Aunt Amber was a stickler for rules. The last thing we needed was a showdown.

      “I’m going to find Aunt Amber. I need to talk to her.” I scanned the street and was relieved to see no sign of her. At least I could track her down before she saw Carolyn.

      Carolyn sat on one the tables in the eating area, posed suggestively with a generous glimpse of skin peeking out from the thigh-high slit of her evening gown.

      I couldn’t leave Mom alone with her like this.

      The number of tables had doubled while we were away, obviously more of Aunt Pearl’s magical antics meant to lure men. They were laden with burgers, sandwiches, salads, and cold drinks. A few of the men helped themselves to snacks, but most just stood in awe of Carolyn, blissfully unaware that they had been duped. That was quite a feat when you thought about it, since the film crew saw gorgeous Hollywood actresses on set all the time.

      I walked over to Carolyn’s table and slipped my arm into hers. I steered her away from her male admirers. “Why are you doing this? You’re messing up the filming schedule.”

      Carolyn’s crimson-stained mouth formed into an innocent-looking O as she touched her fingers to her lips. “I’m not doing a thing. I can’t help it if those men are hungry.”

      “They’re not hungry. They’re—never mind.” I glared at her. “You don’t fool me, Aunt Pearl. I know what you’re up to.”

      “Stop calling me that—my name’s Carolyn. And I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.” She plumped her platinum blonde hair with a manicured hand. Her nails sported the exact crimson red shade as her lipstick and dress. “Oh, I get it. You must have talked to Amber. Now I can’t even cook? She’s obviously jealous and worried that I’ll upstage her.”

      “No, I haven’t even seen Aunt Amber yet, but I doubt she’s jealous of you. Now change back to your normal self before I do something drastic.”

      “Oh, stop complaining, Cendrine. Let me have a little fun for once. At least you have a job that suits you.”

      Mom re-emerged from the trailer, sensing trouble. She sidled up beside Carolyn, so that only I could see her expression. She rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything.

      I knew better than to fall for one of Aunt Pearl’s distraction techniques but I couldn’t help myself. “Why all of a sudden do you think my job suits me? You called my newspaper a dead-end job.”

      “It is a dead-end just like your life.” Carolyn shrugged. “You have no ambition for anything greater. You won’t practice your witchcraft, you settled for that no-good sheriff as a boyfriend, and you’re just plain difficult. You should know this by now but I’ll say it again: you only reap what you sow.”

      As if on cue, I spotted Sheriff Tyler Gates walking briskly towards us. As he got closer, I saw that my normally calm boyfriend was angry, his usual smile replaced by a frown. He wasn’t the only one worked up today.

      I turned back to Aunt Pearl, my face flushed in anger. “Just because I don’t want to go to Pearl’s Charm School doesn’t make me a deadbeat. Your distractions aren’t going to work either. You know how important this movie is to the whole town. Can’t you just be yourself for once?”

      “No, not like that—” Mom stopped in mid-sentence as flames shot up from the barbecue.

      “Uh-oh,” Carolyn’s hand flew to her mouth, “Help!”

      I pulled her away from the barbecue as flames shot up ten feet in the air. “Aunt Pearl!”

      “I told you not to call me—”

      I ignored her and steered her away. “You’re going to set the whole town on fire.”

      Two of the men who were standing nearby tore their shirts off and raced over to the barbecue. Together they smothered the flames.

      “Oh my!” Aunt Pearl swooned in her best Scarlett O’Hara imitation.

      One of the men rushed to Carolyn’s side. “Are you all right, miss?” He placed a protective arm around her and guided her away from the barbecue.

      “What about us?” Mom turned to me.

      “I guess we’re invisible.” I studied the charred remains of the barbecue, wondering how many times this was going to happen today.

      “Hardly.” Tyler put his arm around me. He knew our family secret, which made being a witch a little easier. “I think you’d better find Pearl a new job though. Something without access to accelerants.”

      Mom shook her head. “I don’t know what to do, Tyler. She refuses to do the job Amber got for her, and she can’t work with me if she’s going to mess with the food. The way she lit up that barbecue…”

      “Leave it with me. I’ll figure something out,” I said. “And I’ll keep an eye on her too.”

      “Good,” Tyler said. “Because Brayden’s watching me like a hawk. And he’s promised to have my head if anything goes wrong.” Brayden Banks was our town mayor and my former fiancé. He resented the fact that Tyler and I were dating and constantly looked for any excuse to fire Tyler.

      “He just wants to stir up trouble.” I felt sorry for Tyler. He couldn’t win no matter what. If there was any trouble during the movie shoot, Brayden would find a way to blame Tyler. If it was a success, Brayden would take all the credit.

      I turned my attention back to Aunt Pearl and her employment status. I had to keep her occupied, but how?  A master witch like Aunt Pearl could do a lot of damage, and her antics could prevent more movies from coming to Westwick Corners in the future. That wasn’t good for any of us.

      All things considered, Aunt Amber’s idea of a job on set was probably our best bet, important because of Aunt Pearl’s short fuse. I could supervise her and watch the filming at the same time. The props job also had limited interaction with other people. I just had to convince Aunt Pearl that the job was just as important as Aunt Amber’s acting role.

      “I’ll talk to Aunt Amber,” I said. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

      We could fight fire with fire after all.
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      I couldn’t help feeling a bit smug as I watched Aunt Pearl trudge slowly down the street towards home. After casting a forgetfulness spell to erase her short-term memory, I sent her on a fake errand to Pearl’s Charm School. That would give me a little time to track down Aunt Amber to get Aunt Pearl’s prop assistant job back.

      Only this time, I would plant a false memory that it had been Aunt Pearl’s idea in the first place. I felt a bit guilty until I remembered that Aunt Pearl did stuff like this to me all the time. So much for her poor opinion of my witchcraft skills. While I considered myself a reluctant witch, I had been secretly practicing my craft over the last few months. It was finally starting to pay off.

      The forgetfulness spell was tricky because any other people involved had to be bewitched too. My aunt’s male admirers now remembered arriving at the food truck only to find it closed with no one around. It was a tough intermediate spell, one I had only practiced a couple of times. I hadn’t executed it perfectly, but I had come pretty close.

      I had just outwitted a master witch with a spell of my very own. Needless to say, I was mighty proud of myself.

      My spell had erased the last ten minutes of her life. The tables of food, the men…all gone. Even Carolyn was gone. Aunt Pearl had also spontaneously changed back into her crotchety old self. The only remaining evidence of Carolyn’s burger carnage was the charred barbecue, something Mom could easily fix in a jiffy. Aunt Pearl would be proud of me—and furious to be the subject of my spell.

      Aunt Pearl acted like a two-year-old in a seventy-year-old body sometimes. Her Carolyn alter ego was really just her way of acting out. We had worried that she might either attract too much guest attention—as Carolyn—or repel them, as her ornery self.

      I guess I should have anticipated her boredom since Mom and I had temporarily taken over her housekeeping job at the Inn and left her with too much time on her hands. Too much time to get into trouble. And too much time to mull over Aunt Amber’s movie role. No wonder she was upset. I felt partly to blame.

      I decided to grab a coffee from the food truck before heading to the film set. I had just turned around when I felt a swoosh of air at my back.

      “Cendrine!” Aunt Amber suddenly materialized in front of me, blocking my path to a much-needed caffeine fix. Her red hair was pulled back to show off an expensive-looking pair of diamond drop earrings and a matching necklace. Even in her silk dressing gown, she had all the glamor of a 1950’s movie star.

      Except that the movie was a 1900s-era Western. Her diamonds and high heels seemed totally inappropriate for the dusty street. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for your scene?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “I urgently need your help. I can’t find my assistant.”

      “That’s too bad.” I decided to forgo the coffee and headed towards the set. I stepped over electrical cables as I scanned the street, half-expecting a horse-drawn Cinderella carriage to come to Aunt Amber’s rescue. Luckily nothing like that happened, but a few of the men from Carolyn’s damsel in distress barbecue drama were milling around nearby. They didn’t seem to notice us.

      “Maybe Aunt Pearl could help you. She should be back any minute.”

      Aunt Amber snorted. “You can’t be serious. She’s got the attention span of a gnat. I need someone detail-oriented. Someone I can trust to do a good job.”

      I looked around. “I’ll keep an eye out for your assistant.”

      “Someone like you.” Aunt Amber shoved an armful of dresses into my arms, almost knocking me over. “Take these things to my trailer. I’ll need them pressed and ready in an hour.”

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Amber. I don’t have time.” I tried to push the dresses back but she just pushed back harder. I teetered for a moment before I recovered my balance. I leaned into her with all my weight but she didn’t budge.

      “Make time, Cendrine. This is important.”

      “I’m sure your assistant will turn up sooner or later.” At least Aunt Amber hadn’t flaunted her witchy powers to get her dresses pressed. I turned back towards the food truck, but she blocked my path.

      “I don’t have time for this. Just take them already.” She nodded in the general direction of the trailers.

      I raised my arms in protest but she simply pushed my arms back down. The full-length dresses were made of thick wool and were unbelievably heavy. I staggered backward from the weight.

      “I promised Mom I’d help her with the after breakfast cleanup.” I felt guilty lying but I didn’t have the time or inclination to be Aunt Amber’s wardrobe assistant. She never took no for an answer. The minute I said yes, she would assign me dozens of equally unpleasant tasks. I had to stand my ground.

      “For crying out loud, Cen. We’re witches. Just cast a spell.”

      “You could do the same,” I pointed out. The dress on top was flouncy with several layers of petticoat. Aside from being unbelievably heavy, I could barely see in front of me. Every time I pushed down on the dress to see, it just poofed right back up again. I braced myself and shifted the dresses onto one shoulder so that I could at least see where I was going.

      I scanned the street for someone to hand off Aunt Amber’s clothing to, but everyone just ignored me as they scurried around like ants on speed. I was still troubled by how a sixty-something witch with no acting experience had landed a leading role in a major Hollywood movie. Something was fishy, and I wasn’t sure I liked it.

      “Just do it, okay? I’ve got to get ready for my robbery scene.” She glared at me and adjusted the belt on her dressing gown.

      “You can’t go like that,” I said. “You have to go to your trailer to change anyway, so why not take the dresses? Besides, I don’t even know where your trailer is.”

      Too late. Aunt Amber ran behind a building and whispered in a low tone. Seconds later she emerged from her hiding place, clad in a 1900s-era long blue dress with a high lace collar. Her diamond jewelry was gone, but now she donned an elaborate white and blue hat and carried a matching parasol. She immediately disappeared through the doors of the old bank building without another word.

      My arms ached, but I couldn’t exactly leave the dresses lying around. They looked expensive and I didn’t want them to get damaged. Maybe I could hand them off to someone on set. They would have somewhere to keep them safe. Aunt Amber’s assistant would turn up sooner or later.

      I needed my hands free so I could get a story, or maybe even a dozen stories before this movie shoot was over. I worried that once Aunt Amber’s spell was broken, everything would end just as suddenly as it had begun. The movie execs had obviously been bewitched to even consider filming in our has-been town. The movie stars and the film crew would leave and we would return to barely eking out a living and passing time. I had to interview the stars before they realized their mistake and packed up and left.

      I especially wanted to scoop an interview with the leading man. A stockpile of movie shoot stories might just keep The Westwick Corners Weekly afloat. All I needed was a few good stories to turn things around.

      But to do that I had to get cracking, and that meant unloading the dresses. My spirits lifted as I neared the trailers on the opposite end of the set. Aunt Amber’s trailer must be nearby.

      “Need a hand?” A thirtyish man smiled at me and motioned for the dresses.

      I gladly accepted and placed them in his arms. “Thanks. I’m supposed to take them to Amber West’s trailer.”

      “Amber West?” The man frowned. “Don’t recognize that name.”

      “Tall, slim, redhead about sixty years old?” The witch that organized this crazy film shoot.

      He frowned, a puzzled expression on his face.

      The co-star, I wanted to say, but stopped myself. Maybe she had lied or exaggerated. Who knew what was real and what wasn’t?

      “Amber West…oh yeah, right. Now I remember.” He nodded towards another group of trailers parked further down Main Street in the vacant lot. “Her trailer’s this way. C’mon, I’ll show you.”

      I followed behind him, puzzled by his lack of familiarity with Aunt Amber, given she was a co-star and all. On the other hand, the whole movie shoot was a last-minute thing according to Mom. Aunt Amber had only been cast in her role yesterday after the original leading lady pulled out.

      I followed him up the steps of a trailer decidedly smaller and older than the ones beside it. Aunt Amber’s name was printed in block letters on a small white cardboard sign fastened to the door. It certainly didn’t give the impression of a star, and there was no sign of an assistant. The trailer was empty.

      “Here we are.” The man dropped the clothes onto the foldout kitchen table and held out his hand. “Sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Rick Mazure. The screenwriter.”

      I shook his hand. “Wow, you wrote High Noon Heist? And Midnight Heist too?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m Cendrine West. I’m a reporter for The Westwick Corners Weekly.” I omitted the fact that I was also the publisher, advertising manager, editor and chief coffee maker. “Thanks for going out of your way. I didn’t know it would be a two-block walk.”

      “It’s no trouble at all. I’m sure you’ll find lots of juicy stories here, both on and off the set,” Rick said. “I’d help you get started but I’ve got to run. I’ve got a deadline for some last-minute script rewrites, and some people around here get a little testy when things aren’t finished yesterday.”

      I smiled. “I know exactly what you mean.” I had no plans to wait for Aunt Amber so I followed him outside and watched him walk briskly back towards the set. I wanted to avoid small talk, and I was sure he did too. I waited until he was a half-block ahead and then headed in the same direction.

      My office was near City Hall and the food truck, so the fastest way there was to cut back through the set. If I was lucky, I might run into one of the stars and wrangle an interview.

      Westwick Corners had been transformed into an early 1900’s Wild West town, or at least Hollywood’s version of it. The set crew had multiplied in the last hour to the point that now it was bustling with old cars, horses, and period costumes. While I loved the freshly painted buildings, I kind of missed the town’s former shabby splendor. It was like a favorite pair of jeans, worn and frayed in all the right places. Suddenly Westwick Corners seemed like a strange, sterile version of its former self.

      The small supermarket parking lot across from the bank was filled with props, sets, and crew, who busily laid cables, erected lighting, and positioned props. A dozen or so men and women in period costumes were interspersed with the crew. The men all wore hats and the women wore long dresses, cinched alarmingly small at the waist.

      I spotted Aunt Amber at the same time she saw me. She had somehow changed outfits again, this time into one of the period dresses I had just dropped off at her trailer. Witchcraft, of course. For someone so high up in WICCA, she certainly was flaunting the rules. I wondered how many she had broken to get this role.

      “Cendrine! Help me with my lines.” She ran towards me, holding her petticoats up from the dusty street.

      “I told you, I’m late to help Mom.” I lowered my voice. “You’re a witch. You can memorize your lines in a snap.” I snapped my fingers for emphasis.

      “Great actors don’t memorize lines. They become the character.” She sniffed. “Every gesture, nuance, and inflection is critical. I need you to critique me. I’m the leading lady, so I have to get it right.”

      “I’m no acting expert, Aunt Amber. Maybe one of the other actors can help. Besides, I really need to go.” I wanted to add that she shouldn’t have waited until the last minute to practice her lines, but I didn’t want her getting mad at me.

      Aunt Amber sighed. “Okay, fine. But at least come and meet Steven with me.” She plumped her hair with a hand. “He was so glad I convinced him to film here. Especially because the leading lady died suddenly, and he was in a pickle. He wants me to take her place.”

      “Wait—she died? I thought she quit.” I had no idea that Aunt Amber had gotten the role because someone had died. Aunt Amber as the leading lady’s replacement would already interest the locals since she had been born in Westwick Corners. Her predecessor’s death made it all the more intriguing.

      Aunt Amber waved her hand in dismissal. “Long story, doesn’t matter right now. The important thing is that Steven says I have raw talent. He’s going to make me a star!”

      I glanced around at everyone scurrying about the set. I didn’t see Steven Scarabelli, or anyone overseeing the activities for that matter. Everyone seemed to know exactly what to do, like they had done it a hundred times before. “Westwick Corners seems so low budget for him.”

      I wasn’t a huge movie buff, but even I knew that Steven Scarabelli was a big deal. His films weren’t quite as popular as they had been a few decades earlier, but they still won Oscars and Golden Globes. He was a Hollywood bigshot by anyone’s standards, and actors seemed to love working with him.

      “That’s one of the reasons he chose it. He said it was so…authentic.” Aunt Amber grabbed my hand. “Come with me and I’ll introduce you.”
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      Ten minutes later, I sat beside Aunt Amber in Steven Scarabelli’s office trailer. I was in awe of the legendary Hollywood director and producer, yet the man seated across from me seemed so ordinary, not at all like a Hollywood icon. His tired expression also made him appear much older than the man I had seen on television. He looked like he needed a good, long rest.

      He stood and leaned over the desk. He shook my hand and gave me a warm, friendly smile. His casual attire of a white cotton shirt over dark jeans made him look more like a member of the crew instead of a top Hollywood director/producer.

      “Welcome to Westwick Corners.” It was lame but I didn’t know what else to say. If any town had imposter syndrome, it was ours, hiding behind a fresh coat of paint. I was certain that Steven Scarabelli would come to his senses any moment now and call the whole thing off. We weren’t exactly Hollywood material.

      “It’s great to be here. I would never have even known about this little gem if it weren’t for Amber. Your aunt and I go way back.” He nodded at Aunt Amber.

      Aunt Amber beamed. “This movie’s going to put our town on the map, Cen. High Noon Heist will be even bigger than Midnight Heist was. It’s guaranteed to make a bundle for Steven and his investors.”

      “I’m counting on it.” Steven Scarabelli pushed a contract towards Aunt Amber. “Here’s the final contract for your signature. Everyone else has signed except for Dirk, who should be here any minute. Once I get his signature, we’re good to go.”

      My mouth dropped open. Steven Scarabelli’s last box-office blockbuster had starred one of Hollywood’s biggest stars. “Dirk…as in Dirk Diamond? He’s coming here to your trailer?”  Men loved Dirk Diamond movies for the cheesy action plots. Women loved his movies for…well, Dirk Diamond.

      Steven chuckled. “He better get here soon, or I’m in big trouble.”

      I was surprised that Steven hadn’t already locked in his actors with signed contracts, but since this movie was a sequel maybe that was just a formality. Or maybe things were more informal in Hollywood. I somehow doubted that, but what did I know?

      I turned to Aunt Amber. “Is Dirk staying in town?” I was really asking if he was one of our guests at The Westwick Corners Inn. I hadn’t seen his name on the register, but then many stars checked in under fake names for anonymity.

      “Of course,” she said. “Steven’s staying with us too, along with a few other cast members. The rest are staying in Shady Creek.” She scribbled her signature on the contract and pushed it across the table to Steven and smiled at him. “There. I’m yours.”

      Steven grinned. “I just checked myself in at your property late last night. It looks lovely.”

      Our quaint and cozy inn wasn’t anything close to a posh Beverly Hills hotel. It was probably a step down from what Steven was used to staying in, so it was very gracious of him to compliment us. I just hoped that he wouldn’t be disappointed. The nearest luxury accommodations were an hour away in Shady Creek, so I guess convenience had won out over luxury.

      “Our little town is going to be famous, Cen!” Amber rose and motioned for me to follow. “C’mon, I’ll show you the set.”

      I imagined movie buffs making pilgrimages to Westwick Corners, spending money and staying at our Inn. I followed my aunt outside, glad her mood had improved. We screeched to a stop after almost colliding with a petite dark-haired woman. I apologized as she passed us and stepped into Steven’s trailer.

      I pointed excitedly. “That’s Arianne Duval! Another Hollywood A-lister!”

      Aunt Amber slapped my hand down. “Don’t point, Cen! You’re embarrassing me in front of my colleagues.”

      I turned to Aunt Amber. “How exactly did you land a starring role in the movie? You’ve never even taken acting lessons.”

      “Steven says I have natural talent. That’s why he cast me opposite Dirk.”

      My mouth dropped open, stunned. Aunt Amber had never acted or performed in public that I was aware of. “You bewitched him, didn’t you?”

      Aunt Amber didn’t answer.

      “You know it doesn’t count unless it happens naturally.”

      “It is natural. Steven spotted my natural abilities.” Aunt Amber sniffed and turned away, indicating the discussion was over.

      I froze as I spotted Dirk Diamond headed in our direction. His brown hair had grayed at the temples, and he was shorter than I expected, but still incredibly handsome. He wore a western shirt, cowboy boots, and jeans.

      A woman walked beside him in two-inch pumps. Her trendy flowered dress was covered with a white linen blazer buttoned at the waist. Her brunette hair was pinned up in a loose bun. She wasn’t in costume so I assumed she wasn’t part of the cast. “That’s him! That’s—“

      “Dirk Diamond,” Aunt Amber finished my sentence. “He’s my co-star. That woman with him is his agent, Kim Antonelli.”

      “I don’t believe it.” I’ve always thought of movie stars as ordinary people, and it amused me to see people acting silly in front of their big screen idols. Yet here I was, star-struck. Dirk Diamond had a real presence about him, even off the screen. I felt drawn to him like a magnet.

      I grinned like an idiot, speechless.

      “Hi there.” He winked and smiled at me before turning to Aunt Amber. “See you in a bit, Amber.” He waved and walked past us to Scarabelli’s trailer.

      “Dirk Diamond just winked at me!” The whole idea of Aunt Amber co-starring with a mega star like Dirk Diamond defied logic. “You used magic. Somehow you’ve bewitched the entire cast and crew into thinking you’re a star.”

      “Of course I’m a star.” Aunt Amber pouted. “Are you doubting my abilities?”

      “How exactly did you get ‘discovered’?” I made air quotes with my hands. There had to be more to the story. There always was with a witch involved.

      “Steven and I go way back. He always told me I should go into acting, that I had charisma.” Aunt Amber shrugged. “He lost his female lead at the eleventh hour. Friends help friends out. It really doesn’t matter how it all came together, just that I’m part of it.”

      I was skeptical of her version of events. “Why now after all these years? You’ve never been interested in acting.”

      “Steven was in a pickle when Rose suddenly died. I’m just helping him out. It would have taken forever for them to hold new auditions and then negotiate a new contract. Steven can’t afford any delays or new talent. He’s way over budget on the film already. So I stepped in.”

      “Rose? Rose who?”

      “Rose Lamont.”

      I gasped. “Dirk Diamond’s wife? When did this happen?” I hadn’t heard about it on the news, and Dirk hardly looked grief-stricken. On the other hand, he was an actor, so he knew how to mask his emotions. I turned around just in time to see him enter Steven’s trailer.

      “About a week ago. Rose Lamont had a brain aneurysm. Dirk has kept it very quiet. It hasn’t even come out in the news yet.” Aunt Amber said. “Just thirty-seven years old. What a shame.”

      “Dirk doesn’t seem too upset about it,” I said. “I’m surprised the filming wasn’t postponed if she just died.” I was troubled that the location change to Westwick Corners had been very last minute too. Was there a connection? Whatever it was, the timing seemed suspect. One star was dead and the other star, the spouse no less, carrying on business as usual.

      “Dirk, brave soul, has decided to soldier on,” Aunt Amber said. “After a bit of a pep talk from me, of course.”

      “Were you there when it happened?” Rose Lamont was young, athletic, and the picture of health. Aneurysms were rare but they happened to apparently healthy people all the time. Still, the timing seemed suspicious, and I had to be certain that Aunt Amber had no involvement, even indirectly.

      “Of course not! Cen, are you insinuating that I did something sinister to land this role? I’m completely insulted.” She shook her head. “I was in London and I have witnesses to prove it.”

      Shouts erupted from Steven’s trailer before I could answer.

      I spun around.

      Steven and Dirk’s voices carried across the lot as they stood just inside the trailer. They were arguing about the contract. Kim stood outside the trailer. She cringed each time Dirk’s voice rose.

      I frowned. “If she’s his agent, shouldn’t she be inside the trailer negotiating with him?”

      Aunt Amber didn’t answer.

      Dirk bounded down the steps and turned to Kim. “Let’s go.”

      Kim followed for a few feet then suddenly stopped. She turned around and locked eyes with Steven as he bounded down the trailer steps after Dirk. She held her hands out, palms outward. “I’m really sorry, Steven.”

      “C’mon, Kim. You’ve got nothing more to say to him.” Dirk's face flushed in anger. “Let’s go.”

      Kim followed Dirk like a scolded puppy, a pained expression on her face.

      Steven stormed after the pair. “You can’t do this to me, Dirk.”

      “Something’s wrong,” Aunt Amber whispered. “Dirk was supposed to sign that contract. I’m guessing that didn’t happen.”

      Kim grabbed Dirk’s arm and pulled him to a stop just feet away from us. “You’re making a mistake, Dirk. You already gave Steven your verbal approval. You want some terms changed? Let me talk to Steven and see what I can do.”

      Steven Scarabelli stood a few feet away, uncertain whether to pursue the pair or return to his trailer.

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Kim.” Dirk yanked his arm from her grasp. “Unless you want to get fired too. I’m not working for Scarabelli or anyone else. I’m starting my own company. I deserve a bigger share of the profits.”

      “But Steven made you a star.” Kim was clearly frustrated with her client. “You know this sequel will be a box office hit just like the first one. It’s easy money and you already know your lines. All you have to do is show up for a few weeks, go through the motions and get the movie done. It’s a done deal.”

      Dirk stamped his foot. “That’s a lie! Steven didn’t make me or anyone a star. People give him way too much credit. It’s not a done deal at all. I never signed, so I’ve got the right to change my mind.”
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