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      Like any good fine arts college graduate who happens to be a witch, I took a solemn oath: starve to death before resorting to the classroom. I’d even considered having “Teaching is the artist’s vampire” tattooed on my bicep. Then again, I didn’t want to offend my vamp friends. They had a way of letting their displeasure be quite painful. Despite my oath, I sat in my beat-up Civic waiting for my job interview, parked across from the formidable brick façade of Woodbridge Academy. The school that, ironically, just last week was on the cover of Superstar Magazine because one of its celebrity students was busted with a bag of Molly at the tender age of thirteen.

      To remind myself why I was in such a compromising situation, I reached for my latest bank statement. The series of zeros laughed at me. Fat chance I’d ever get to fly off to my dream summer vacation in the Netherlands to study the Dutch masters. Not with my negative net worth. Teach or move back in with my psycho parents. What a choice.

      I stared in disbelief at the procession of limos and chauffeur-driven Rolls Royces lining up in front of the academy. I hadn’t seen a flashy display of this magnitude since the Oscars viewing party at my friend Lea’s apartment. But this time I didn't have the buffer of two margaritas and a crappy 32” TV. This was real.

      My nerves prickled and my palms began to sweat. I needed to hear my coven mate Sam’s reassuring voice. She had been my anchor ever since we met in painting class freshman year. The same year I found out she was a witch too and asked my high priestess if Sam could join our coven.

      I punched her direct dial number, but then my call waiting beeped through. “Hello?”

      “Honey, have you finished the interview yet? You didn't blow your last chance, did you, Avalon?”

      I could always count on my mother for moral support. The fact that she had no idea that I was a witch was the only thing keeping me from turning her into a snail—for fun, of course. “Mom, I just pulled up to the school. I can’t chat. I’ll be late.”

      My mother’s ability to not listen to a word I said didn't fail her. I could stand right in front of her and break the news I was a witch and it wouldn’t even register. “Now, honey, I know how you feel about teaching. You can be a starving artist at home. The door is always open.”

      Fat chance I would ever go back home and prove to her that becoming an artist meant I’d be cash strapped forever. I’d rather couch surf until I’m eighty.

      “Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll fill you in later.” I clicked off the phone. The thought of moving back home with my well-intentioned but domineering mother made me even more frantic to talk to Sam. I had barely enough time to try her again. She should be on her lunch break from the gallery. Please let her pick up.

      “Sam speaking.”

      I loved the way she always sounded so official. After years of answering the phone for her father’s dental office, she couldn't seem to break the habit. “Tell me one reason why I should go through with this interview.”

      “Because you need the money and you’re not allowed to conjure any. The high priestess was quite clear about her rule.”

      “Right. No magic allowed until we become full-fledged witches.”

      “I know you don’t want to teach, but it’s the only opportunity that’s come along. Plus the high priestess is nobody to cross—ever. Remember how she turned Faith into a gargoyle?”

      “Yep.” A shiver ran down my back. I hated it when Sam got straight to the point. But that's what best friends are for, to give you a reality check.

      I let out a sigh as I gazed at the students headed into campus. Neither of us would be full-fledged witches for ten more months. In the meantime, we could only practice magic under the watchful eyes of our high priestess. Sam was right—I had run out of options.  I spotted a familiar teenage male getting out of one of the limos. “No way. It’s Cai Tallen.”

      Sam’s interest was suddenly piqued. “You’re kidding. Malibu Heights is a must-binge on Netzoom. Jaxson Summer is to die for. You know, the guy who plays his older brother?”

      “Right. Like I can watch anything else with you around.”

      Sam sucked in a breath. “So, what’s he wearing? Does his tan look real? My kid sister will kill me if I don't get the deets.”

      “Cai is wearing the outfit that's plastered all over the Old Navy billboards. From fifty feet away, he looks pretty damn good. But sorry, Jaxson isn’t here with him.”

      A childish giggle came through the other line.

      “Sam, this is serious. How am I supposed to teach a bunch of kids whose flip-flop collections are probably worth more than my dad’s annual salary?”

      Sam’s other line clicked. “Sorry, I’m expecting a super important call.”

      What a time to be put on hold.

      Sam came back on. “It’s Jessica from the gallery. I need to take her call. Look, get the job and worry about the complicated stuff later.”

      Hanging up the phone, I grabbed a tissue from the center console and blotted my forehead while the procession of kids continued to emerge from their chauffeured cocoons. I studied myself in the rearview mirror, making sure my makeup was still okay. Great, my freckles were showing. One of the banes of being Basque was my mother’s French side who were known for their freckles. Thanks to my Dad’s Spanish side, I only had them on my nose and cheeks. I powdered my face and took a deep yoga breath. Get a hold of yourself. Sam is counting on you. Nope, that wasn't working. Only one thing could calm me down at a moment like this.

      Digging through my purse, I grabbed a lone Hershey’s Kiss, popped it in my mouth, threw open the door, and marched across the street. I walked quickly through the massive brick archway of the academy, determined not to be late. Faced with a series of buildings lining a courtyard, I had no idea which one held the main office. The sound of voices echoed from just around the corner.

      “Tori get real. You know your resids from your Malibu Tan commercials will more than pay for the trip to Paris this summer. “

      “Well, my parents are tight-asses. They want me to go to Yale. My mom is friends with Natalie, who never shuts up about what a difference going to an Ivy League college made in her life.”

      A girl with a squeaky voice said, “Blah, blah, blah.”

      Knowing the time until the interview kept ticking away, I decided to risk getting in the middle of a verbal catfight. “Excuse me, sorry to interrupt your lunch break, but can you tell me where the Headmasters office is located?”

      A girl with a perfectly styled pixie cut with amber low lights said, “Gee, you look too old to get into trouble.”

      A riot of laughter broke out from the small group of girls who had gathered around in hopes of a celebrity smackdown. Then a girl with shoulder-length blonde hair turned around. Wow, its Tori Solest. Every boy over the age of eight had a crush on her. Tori’s Sara 2000 series on Nickelodeon was so popular, I read the producers were turning the show into a movie.

      Dressed in the latest “IT” outfit, Tori gave me a well-rehearsed celebrity smile. “Don't let Charity mess with you. Just make a left and you’ll find your way.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I turned the corner and followed through a maze of pathways. It didn't take me long to figure I’d been played. Tori had given me directions to the boy’s locker rooms. Nice. I walked up to a guy who had just come out of the door. “Sorry, I’m lost. I’m looking for the administration office.”

      He laughed. “Boy, you’re way off. The office is on the other side of campus.” He pointed toward the south. “See that peaked roof over there?”

      Of course, he would have to confirm that Tori’s trick worked. I nodded. “Yes.”

      “That's where the administration building is. Your kid in trouble or something?”

      Did I really look that old? Standing six feet tall with the shadow of stubble on his face, the guy had to be a senior. I couldn’t be more than five years older. “No…I’m here to interview for a teaching job.”

      His face grew pale. “Oh. Good luck. The Headmaster is a hard ass. People always leave his office crying.”

      Terrific. Like I wasn't nervous enough. I speed-walked down a palm tree-lined brick pathway that cut across the south side of campus and wound up standing right in front of the building. I pushed open the massive, gleaming, polished wooden door and promised myself if I got the job, I’d give the whole teaching thing one week. If by Friday I still wanted to run for my car, I would.

      My stomach growled from the pleasant scent of cookies baking that flooded the room. Who knew a school could smell so good? It reminded me of grandmother baking in the kitchen, but it sure didn't look like it. The ultra-modern interior walls were stark white in contrast to the dark walnut floors and the charcoal gray sectional seating. Down a long hallway lined with black-and-white photographs of the academy through the years stood the information office. The place looked like the lobby of some fancy hotel, not the entrance of a school administration office.

      I approached a busty woman standing behind a polished black counter that matched her mirror-perfect hair. She looked vaguely familiar. I stared, transfixed, trying to come up with a name. Could she be a movie star, or maybe someone I’d seen on TV?

      The brunette behind the counter snapped her fingers. “Are you done gawking yet?”

      Mortified, I barely squeaked out a response. “Oh, sorry.”

      The receptionist smoothed her flawless hair and adjusted her bulging cleavage that matched many of the ones I’d seen on the Beverly Hills Power Wives TV show. Maybe that was why she looked familiar. “Look, you better not get caught doing that again.”

      Man, I’m in way over my head already.

      Her brow moved ever so slightly thwarted by a generous amount of Botox. “Are you the one o’clock?”

      I nodded, afraid to say anything. She pointed to a large seating area. “Go sit over there. And don't touch a thing.”

      I hadn’t been scolded like that since I was five at my grandmother’s house. Plopping myself down on one of the pristine white leather reception chairs, I made sure I avoided the large crystal sculpture that loomed next to me. The cookie smell grew even stronger as I reached into my purse for my lip-gloss. I spied a series of oil diffusers sitting on the sofa table next to me. What a smart idea to make a place kids dread smell like a bakery.

      I breathed in deep, wishing I had a real cookie. My hand instinctively reached for my purse in desperate need of a chocolate fix, but I knew I had the last one in the car. Scanning the office waiting area, it seemed remarkably quiet. Not one student or administrator in sight. My eyes moved back to the woman whose identity still tickled at the back of my mind. I concentrated on her aura, hoping that would give me a clue. Some people who have powerful personalities like well-known celebrities tend to glow yellow. But the woman behind the counter had no aura at all. This caused my witch senses to prickle. Every living thing on the planet had an aura. Could she be a vamp? No, her skin had a pinkish glow.

      I reached into my bag to fetch my compact mirror to see if her reflection might give me any clues, then my heart skipped a beat. Crap. I’d left something very important back in the car—my portfolio!

      I sped out of the reception area and flew through the huge door of the administration office. Blindly running toward the street, I’d managed to dodge the last of the students as they ambled into the school.

      The procession of limos and fancy cars had vanished. I could safely make a dash for my car. Just as my foot lifted off the curb, I heard the loud screech of tires followed by the smell of burning rubber. A booming voice hollered, “Ma’am… Watch where you’re going. I’ve got precious cargo here.”

      Thud.

      My calf-length pleated skirt twisted around the bumper of the biggest stretch limo I’d ever seen. My purse and iPhone lay scattered on the road. The impeccably dressed chauffeur threw open his door and quickly darted for the passenger who slowly emerged.

      As I tried to gather some of the contents of my purse while still attached to the bumper, a shadow hovered over me. I looked up and met the piercing blue eyes of Tad Ryan, Mr. Sexiest Man Alive three years running.

      Without thinking, I blurted out, “I loved you in The Sun Sets.” Dropping my makeup case, I threw my hand over my mouth. What an idiot. I bet I sounded like every other star-struck girl.

      Funny, the last time I’d seen Tad I was in Sam’s room. She had a screensaver with dozens of pictures of him frolicking on the beach in front of his Tahitian villa. Under the collage of photographs, she’d captioned in giant letters, MY DREAM HUSBAND.

      Frantically attempting to free my skirt from the bumper, a perfectly bronzed hand reached out toward me. “Are you all right

      As if Tad possessed a tractor beam, I found myself being pulled in his direction. The famous kilowatt smile aimed right at me. “Ah, sure,” I said, trying not to stare at his brilliant white teeth. “Should’ve looked where I was going.”

      The chauffeur chimed in, “What’s the hurry? You better not have done this on purpose.”

      What was he talking about? Who intentionally wants to be hit by a large car?

      He reached for my purse that was still lying in the street. “I bet you were reaching for your phone before you jumped in front of the car.”

      “Gideon, let go.” Tad grabbed my purse from the chauffeur. “Can’t you see she isn’t paparazzo?”

      Gideon glowered at me. “Exactly. Who would suspect someone like her? She looks like a librarian.”

      I should have been flattered. That was exactly the look I was going for. I knew I couldn't compete with the fashionista kids, so I decided to dress conservatively in a black and white houndstooth pleated skirt I’d made and a crisp, vintage white silk blouse. Of course, my blouse no longer looked so pristine with dirt splattered all over the front.

      With my skirt now tangled up worse than before, I stared longingly at my car, wishing for someplace to hide. Tad reached over and tried to help me. His tanned hand touching mine sent shivers through me. Doing what my body always does when I’m nervous, sweat dripped down the back of my neck. Terrific. I was face to face with the sexiest man in the world, and I’m a clammy mess squatting next to his limo.

      The chauffeur went into bodyguard mode. “Mr. Ryan, I advise you to get back into the limo and let me deal with her. I’ll pick up your son for your lunch date as soon as I get rid of the girl. “

      Against the chauffeur’s wishes, Tad gave me a wink and bent down next to me. “That's okay. I’ll get Jason after I help this poor girl out.” He glared at Gideon. “You really should be more careful.”

      The chauffeur glowered at me as Tad rolled up his sleeves revealing his famous bulging biceps. “Why don't you lean back a bit and I’ll give your skirt a good yank. I haven’t spent all those hours with my trainer for nothing.”

      Tad’s chiseled face loomed inches from mine. His blond hair smelled faintly of peppermint. The pictures I’d seen of him on Instagram and on magazine covers didn't do him justice. The irises of his eyes were the most striking color of sky blue. He carefully placed his hands on either side of the bumper so that he could get a good hold of my skirt without tearing the fabric. I felt like a damsel in distress in one of his movies. Of course, I didn't have my hair perfectly styled and my outfit looked decidedly unromantic. Tad leaned over and carefully positioned himself in front of the bumper. As he began to pull on my skirt with all his might, an authoritative British male voice thundered behind us.

      “What is going on? Do I need to call the campus police?”

      I stared in horror at a tall, distinguished silver-haired man, who with my luck, must be the Headmaster. Crouched and trying to come up with an appropriate answer, Tad’s arm flew toward my head along with a section of my skirt. The impact sent me reeling toward the limo.

      The Headmaster shouted, “Ryan, grab her! That paparazzo is going to dent your Rolls Royce!”
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            WHERE AM I?

          

        

      

    

    
      My vision grew blurry as I opened my eyes. I blinked hard and tried to focus. The distinct smell of furniture polish and old books hit my nose. No longer attached to Tad Ryan’s limo, I was lying on a plush chenille upholstered sofa in a wood-paneled office straight out of a Town and Country magazine. Flawless white teeth smiled down at me from all corners of the room. Every A-list celebrity parent whose kids attended Woodbridge in the last ten years had his or her headshot up on the wall. I focused on Tad’s headshot that hung at eye level. The caption read, “To the ultimate Headmaster. Trevor, you’re the man. Tad.”

      A wavy-haired, blond paramedic suddenly blocked my view. His handsome face rivaled many hanging on the walls. He hovered over me, checking my vitals and punching information into his PDA. Tad stood right next to him; his perfect movie-star face marred by a small cut above his eye.

      The paramedic with biceps the size of hams said to me, “Can you tell me where you are?”

      Despite the fact I knew I was in the Headmaster’s office, it took me a moment to come up with a name. “Um…Beverly Hills.”

      He gave me a quick smile that revealed refreshingly natural white teeth. No bleach involved. “Can you tell me what day it is?”

      He had no idea how hard the question actually was. One day blended into the next when you were a college grad on the hunt for a job and not having much luck. I said with way too much doubt in my voice. “Tuesday…Why are you asking?”

      He nodded. “Just wanted to make sure you’re thinking clearly.”

      “So, I’m going to be okay?”

      “Your blood pressure is back to normal. You have a nice sized contusion on your forehead, which is going to look pretty nasty by tomorrow, but you’ll live.”

      I gave him my best, “I’m available” smile, and said, “Thanks. Can I sit up now?”

      He finished packing up his gear and reached over to help me sit up sending a shiver down my arm. “Just be sure to take it easy.” As I watched him get ready to leave, I couldn’t help wondering about the sudden spark of attraction I felt for him. I’d been pretty gun shy about dating non-paranormal men after my break-up with Shane the ex from Hell.

      Tad hovered next to me. “I’m so glad you’re going to be okay.”

      Aided by his strong grasp around my waist, I slowly sat upright. My vision grew fuzzy, then quickly returned to normal. I noticed the silver-haired man motioning to the paramedic. They conferred for a minute, then the man waved him off and closed the door. His silver hair bounced up and down as he walked deliberately toward me. This was it. I was going to get the scolding of my life. Some interview.

      The Headmaster slid the Chippendale chair from in front of his desk and ever so gracefully sat down facing me. He gave me a double take when he gazed into my face. Did I look that bad? Were my freckles showing?

      “I gather you’re my one o clock.”

      Great. He really was the Headmaster. I hope the kid was wrong about him being a hard ass. I nervously straightened the thigh high tear in my very dirty houndstooth skirt. Good thing I had more of the fabric stashed in my closet so I could fix the front. The skirt was one of my favorites.

      He leaned forward and offered me his hand. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Trevor Smyth-Davies, the Headmaster of Woodbridge. It seems you had an unfortunate tangle with a vehicle. The paramedic assured me that you are only slightly injured. Are you feeling all right?”

      With his erudite manner and his impeccable British boarding school voice, Trevor could have been an actor on Downton Abbey. I also couldn’t help but notice his dramatic personality shift from when he was yelling at me like I was some kind of pariah when I was tangled up in Tad’s limo’s bumper. “Yes sir. I’m so sorry to have inconvenienced everyone.” Standing up on my still shaky legs I said, “I’ll be on my way.”

      The Headmaster stood up and blocked my path. “I understand you’re interested in our art instructor position.”

      He had to be kidding. My forehead throbbed and all I wanted to do now was escape to the safety of my apartment and bury my head under the pillows of Sam’s tacky chintz sofa. “Sir, you are being kind, but I think I’ve embarrassed myself enough.”

      The Headmaster looked me up and down. “But we haven’t even begun.”

      Did Tad put in a good word for me? Maybe I hadn’t blown the whole thing after all. I’d love to prove my mother wrong for once.

      Tad, who had been quietly observing one of my life’s worst moments, walked up behind me. “Well, I see you’re in good hands.” He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a card. “So sorry about what happened. If you have any problems, please call me at this number. Jenny, my assistant, will put you right through.”

      His hand brushed mine as I took the brilliant white card with my dirt-streaked hands but felt nothing—not even the slightest spark. “Thank you.”

      With one quick, forceful motion, Gideon turned bodyguard, threw open the office door, and just as quickly as Tad had come into my life, he was gone. I stared down at the smudged card and thought about all of the women that would die for the little piece of paper I was holding.

      Mr. Smyth-Davies was busy straightening an already perfectly arranged stack of papers on his massive antique walnut desk. He held up a paper and scanned the surface. “You state on your résumé that you just completed graduate school. What makes you think you have enough experience to be an instructor at Woodbridge?”

      His authoritative voice made my back straighten. “Sir, if you move from the education section to the experience segment of my résumé, you will see that I have quite a few years of teaching experience. I started as a TA as an undergrad and then worked as a student teacher in graduate school. I admit it doesn't appear that I have any experience teaching children, but I think my 101 painting class last semester might qualify.”

      I had been shooting for a chuckle, but Mr. Smyth-Davies gave no reaction. Boy, he was a tough customer. “Your letters of recommendation are exemplary. The one from the Baker Handle Gallery seemed particularly complimentary.”

      Thank God Becky had come through. But she did kind of owe me. I totally saved her ass when she almost flunked out of perspective drawing. We kept it our little secret that I had completed her final project. Still, I was going to have to buy her a two-pound box of Godiva’s to properly show my gratitude. “Why thank you, sir.”

      “I see you've also won several awards for your paintings. First place in portrait painting at the Benelux competition. Impressive.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He placed his hands together like he was praying. “I would like to evaluate your artistic skills.”

      I let out a sigh, knowing forgetting my portfolio looked very unprofessional. “My portfolio is in my car. Just give me a moment.” I stood up on my still shaky legs. “I’ll be right back.”

      Before I could make a move for the door, the Headmaster held up his hand and motioned for me to stay. “No, that's not necessary. My two o’clock should be arriving soon. I had something else in mind.”

      My stomach churned loudly, picking a hell of a time to remind me I’d missed lunch.

      With the precision of a surgeon, the Headmaster opened the top drawer of his desk and retrieved a piece of vellum paper and a black pearlized Mont Blanc pen. “I would like you to draw my profile.” With the tiniest flick of his foot, his chair turned perfectly to the side and his face glowed from the light streaming in through the three large, gothic-leaded glass windows behind his desk. The stage was set, and I felt like a long-suffering character artist at Disneyland.

      Showtime.

      Staring at the blank sheet of paper, I realized my lap was not the best sketching surface. “Excuse me, sir, but can I borrow something to draw on?”

      The Headmaster picked up a large book on the corner of his desk and removed the glossy color cover as if he was peeling a piece of fruit. “I hope this will suffice.”

      As I took the book from his immaculately manicured hand, I stifled a laugh at the title. Blazed across the cover in bold, gold-embossed letters were the words, The Who’s Who of Great British Institutions.

      Mr. Smyth-Davies flicked his foot once again and gazed out over his domain through the two-story high center window. Taking in his illuminated features, I realized once again there was something off about him. I concentrated on his aura that shimmered a striking turquoise blue. A color I’d never seen before. Strange. My witch senses perked to life. Mr. Smyth-Davies was hiding something. I took in his perfectly arched brow and the shadow his high cheekbones cast across his face and wondered if I would get a chance to find out what it was.

      There could be no denying he must have been a real lady-killer when he was younger. Even now, his magnetism could attract someone in their early twenties. But not me. I never had a thing for older guys. I moved my pen across the paper, looking for the perfect spot to place his portrait. Although drawing quickly never came easy for me, the Headmasters features were so well-defined it took me no time to capture the essence of his profile. Satisfied I’d produced a good likeness for a fifteen-minute sketch, I signed my name with a big flourish. “Sir, here is your portrait.”

      He tore himself away from his thoughtful gazing and wrenched the paper from my hand. “Oh, yes.”

      He leaned back in his tufted burgundy leather chair and slowly moved the paper until the light from the large center window illuminated the drawing. “Hmm, quite acceptable.”

      The Headmaster sounded like one of the upper-crust characters on a BBC series evaluating their chambermaid’s work. He propped my drawing against one of the gold-framed photographs on his desk. He must have been pleased.

      The Headmaster stood up and extended his hand across the large mahogany desk. “Welcome to Woodbridge, Ms. Zabala.”

      I should have been jumping up and down for joy, but I was certain Mr. Smyth-Davies would find that quite unacceptable. “Thank you, Headmaster. I look forward to working at Woodbridge.”

      He handed me a paper. “Please sign this confidentiality agreement. We have a very strict enforcement policy. If you violate the agreement you will be fired immediately.”

      My hand shook as I signed on the line. “Understood, sir.”

      “Wonderful.” He took the paper and stuck it in a folder on his desk. “Please meet me in my office next Monday morning, eight o’clock sharp.”

      His commanding voice made me feel like I should bow in his presence. “I will be certain to arrive on time.” I picked up my purse, which had miraculously survived the accident with just a slight bend in the front buckle and marched triumphantly toward the door.

      As I waltzed next to the secretary’s desk, the overpowering fragrance of an exotic spicy perfume filled the air. I almost stepped on the very expensive shoe of the Headmasters two o’clock—Carmen Castaneda, the star of the movie The Spanish Queen. Her raven tresses cascaded down her back as seductively as they had in the bathroom scene of her blockbuster hit movie.

      Carmen flung herself toward the Headmasters office and slammed her fist against the outer doorframe. “I won’t be treated like this. Why did you insist I personally meet with you, Headmaster? Why wouldn't my assistant do? I’m seriously thinking of sending my precious niños to Mount Blanc in Switzerland.”

      After a valiant attempt to block Ms. Castaneda, the Headmaster’s personal secretary adjusted her chignon bun. Escaping with her life, she closed the Headmaster’s tastefully stenciled door behind her. I wondered if all the A-lister’s kids went to Woodbridge. The sudden vision of endless kilowatt smiles answered my question. Of course they did.

      Working my way back to the reception area, I headed toward the front door when the brunette at the information desk waved her perfectly French-manicured hand in the air trying to flag me down. “Wait, you need to come over here.”

      She bent behind the counter and her breasts practically popped out of her expensive designer top. When she stood up, she frantically tucked them back in, ignoring her manicure. It was then that I spotted her nametag. Rene Pearson, Parent Volunteer. No wonder she had looked familiar. She was none other than the wife of Scott Pearson, the director of my favorite feel-good movie, Girls Night Out. He had cast her as the domineering mother of the lead character. She was very believable in the part, so I thought she was a skilled actress. Turned out Rene was just playing herself. What was she doing working here? Her white-tipped fingernails seemed barely able to lift a paperclip, let alone a large stack of paperwork.

      Rene glared at me. “Look at you, all wide eyed and innocent. Those freckles are a nice touch. Figures he’d give you the position.”

      What was her problem? Like I had any control over my freckles other than makeup. How could my looks have anything to do with getting the job? She practically threw the papers at me. “Here. Have all this filled out when you come in on Monday.” She leaned in close to the edge of the counter and the smell of a sickeningly sweet floral perfume drifted up from her cleavage. In a whisper, she said, “I just want you to know you cost my niece the job. I even bet money against you. I thought Trevor would never hire an outsider. But I’m not worried. I’ll win my money back on Monday. You won’t last long.”
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        * * *

      

      My hands shook a bit after my encounter with Mrs. Pearson. Why would someone so beautiful who was married to a famous director act so intimidated by an ordinary girl like me? I took two deep yoga breaths and managed to find my car keys and tossed my purse on the passenger seat of my Civic. I decided to take the scenic route back to the apartment to give myself a chance to calm down. I dreaded telling my new employment news to my other coven mate, Kat. She would never forgive me for breaking The Oath. Kat was a fanatic about honoring the pledge to never teach. She was a purist in every way except when it came to her sex life. She liked both men and women and dated who ever showed an interest in her. I have to admit she was a commanding force at almost six feet tall, sporting a lux head of platinum blonde hair. She could be sisters with the actress that played Brienne of Tarth on Game of Thrones. She had the type of sex appeal and charisma that would make almost anyone flock to her.

      I had agreed to a third roommate as apartments in the better parts of LA cost a fortune. Our modest little abode had two tiny bedrooms and a stunning view of the parking lot of Office Max yet cost well over two thousand dollars a month. The salary they offered at the academy was definitely a huge improvement over my last job at Burger Palace in high school. Once I paid the rent, I would have enough money left over for food, fabric, and art supplies. I’d even be able to save an extra eighty dollars a month that I could stash away for my dream trip to Amsterdam. I couldn't wait to see the amazing work of the Dutch masters in person so I could cherish each painstaking brushstroke. At least I had the trip as my reward for resorting to teaching.

      As I drove past our building a second time, I was glad I had more than a quarter tank of gas. Three months after losing the coin toss to Sam, I was well aware of what it meant to miss out on the one parking spot that came with the apartment. Finding a place to park on the west side of LA had worse odds than winning the Super Lotto.

      After circling the block five times, I finally got lucky. My feet felt heavy, like uncut pieces of marble, as I trudged up the stairs to the apartment. I threw open the door to find Sam jumping up and down. “My friend at Woodbridge texted me the news. You got the job!”

      I made an effort to paint on a smile. “Thanks, but I’m having second thoughts.”

      Sam gave me one of her all-encompassing hugs. I breathed in the comforting fragrance of the baby oil she used on her skin. Sam was the first roommate I ever had, and I couldn't have picked a better one. Well, except for the fact that she was such a nice person she asked if her sculpting partner, and fellow witch, could move in and sleep in the bonus room, otherwise known as the utility closet. I thought any friend of Sam’s had to be great. I still couldn't figure out what she saw in Kat. Although on the surface she seemed nice enough, Kat never helped clean the apartment, had a passion for hard liquor, and worse yet, she snored.

      Sam grabbed my hand and pushed aside just enough of her laundry to expose the end cushion of the chintz slipcovered sofa, a present from her shabby chic-crazed aunt. Once Sam saw I had settled in and managed to balance the tower of clothes next to me, she walked to the fridge. Sam retrieved a bottle of Charles Shaw Chardonnay, otherwise known as three-buck-Chuck.

      “Here”, she said, shoving the glass in my hand. “This will take the edge off.”

      Sam always had a glass of wine every night to decompress. Today, that was exactly what I needed. I let out a deep sigh and took a sip. “What was I thinking going on the interview? You know I swore an oath not to teach. Think I saw your right hand held high too.”

      “Look, Ava, I didn't want you to leave. You said if you didn't get a job by Monday, you were going to be forced to move back with your parents.”

      “Me and my big mouth telling you my bank account was tapped out. “

      “No worries. But I felt I had to do something. That's why I called around and pulled some strings to get you the interview at Woodbridge.” Sam reached over the arm of the couch and poured me another glass of wine. “They wanted someone young, attractive and talented, so I knew they’d hire you.”

      I gave her a weak smile. “You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”

      We both burst out laughing. I threw back my head and almost hit the back of the couch at the thought of living in my childhood bedroom again. Worse, the room had suffered a major transformation since I had last taken up residence. “You’re a lifesaver. I couldn't face the Laura Ashley paper my mom put up in what used to be my room and is now known as ‘The English Country Suite’. I’d rather be ostracized by my art buddies than face cabbage roses the size of dinner plates.”

      Just then, the familiar sound of heavy footsteps thundered up to the door. I sucked in a breath. “Oh no, Kat’s home.”

      She threw open the door with such force the couch shook.  Kat glared at me. “I heard the news. How does it feel to be a traitor?”
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      Mr. Smyth-Davies’ office seemed even more impressive on a second visit now that I wasn't distracted by the A-lister portrait gallery and a slight concussion. The almost church-like mass of leaded glass windows lining the back wall commanded my attention. He beckoned me from behind his desk. “Ms. Zabala, I wanted to wish you a wonderful first day at Woodbridge.”

      I gave him a weak smile, knowing I was going to need all the luck I could get. “Thank you, Headmaster.”

      “You’ll make a nice addition to the faculty. Your enthusiasm and talent for art will surely win the ninth and twelfth grade children over.”

      Strange, the Headmaster had an almost forced zeal in his voice. “Why, thank you, Headmaster. I look forward to getting to know the fine students of the academy.”

      Boy, was that a white lie. I hadn’t been this nervous since the dean of the art department in college called me into his office after a huge misunderstanding about my final project in drawing class. How could I have known that the satirical portrait I did of a woman, with a face only a Hollywood Power Wives’ plastic surgeon could love, looked surprisingly like the dean’s wife?

      I sped out of the Headmaster’s office and made a hard right toward the side exit door, hoping to avoid Mrs. Pearson. I let out a sigh of relief when I spied a peroxide blonde in her place behind the reception desk. My witch wish had been granted. I didn't need any drama before my first class. The blonde waved when she saw me. “Ms. Zabala! The kids are going to love you.”

      I waved back, surprised she knew my name. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “No problem. I can’t wait to win a hundred dollars on Monday.”

      What the hell? Did Woodbridge have a trophy wife betting pool?
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        * * *

      

      Why did the hall seem to grow longer as I approached the door to my classroom? I turned the polished brass doorknob and looked into what would be my new home for six hours a day. Beautifully grained oak wood tables formed two lines down the center of the room. A series of brushed steel shelves covered most of the west wall and were piled high with art supplies. Intense morning light poured into the room through a bank of large windows. I’d kill to have a space like this for my studio. Once I gained my full witch powers, the first thing on my to-do list was to conjure my dream studio, preferably some place near the beach.

      I dragged my large portfolio I had retrieved from my car through the door. Inside were three of my favorite paintings. I dotted them around the back of the classroom. The place instantly felt more like home. They weren’t my usual subject matter. Portraits seemed too uptight for high school kids. Instead, I brought a series of stylized flower paintings I did when I was their age. The pink and magenta cabbage roses were done in a cubist style similar to Picasso’s. To this day, they always made me smile. I hoped the students would be inspired if they saw what I painted in high school.

      Just in case they didn’t, I formed a vision of a class of perfectly behaved student’s in my mind.  My high priestess believed in the power of visualization. “Think of what you desire and make it so.” Teaching was proving to be quite the test of my witch self-control.

      The sound of excited voices echoed in the hall announcing that my students would be arriving soon. Better stop daydreaming and get my butt in gear. I opened my purse and pulled out the Hello Kitty pen Sam gave me for good luck. No doubt I was going to need it. The bright pink pen looked totally out of place in such a classy classroom, so I tossed it in the desktop drawer. Before the kids arrived, I pulled out my phone and put it in the top drawer. I wanted it close by in case I needed an emergency confidence boost from Sam. I couldn’t wait until I mastered the art of mind reading. Then I could just pop into Sam’s mind to get reassurance—phones would become old-school.

      The sound of voices and footsteps in the hall grew louder, so I stashed my purse in the big drawer in the bottom of the wood desk and started to get organized. I had decided to pick a simple project for my first lesson—abstract forms in watercolor. The kids wouldn't have the pressure of trying to paint anything realistic. Also, it took away the opportunity for the smart alecks in the class to paint something funny. I’d learned my lesson from my college 101 class when a student painted a picture of me totally nude. Part of me wished I actually resembled his likeness. Then I could finally wear a string bikini and not be self-conscious about my flat butt.

      I cruised over to the shelves and rummaged through the supplies I needed for my first lesson. Let’s see, where were the brushes hiding? Standing on tiptoes, I pulled down a bright orange canvas container. Inside, stacked in neat little rows, were the most expensive watercolors money could buy. I picked up a tube of Winsor & Newton raw umber and marveled at the weight of the paint resting in my palm. A dab of the paint oozed out of the cap. It had a crisp distinctive scent like a new car. This type of high quality was what I’d been missing on my limited student budget. I looked forward to the day I would become a full-fledged witch and could conjure such high-level art supplies.

      Tearing myself away from my dream paint, I tried a chartreuse container to my left. Bingo. I dumped the myriad styles of brushes out onto the nearest table. Every top name brand I could think of spread out before me. I blinked twice not believing my eyes. They had the Grumbacher sable stippling brush I’d always wanted that cost a hundred dollars. I’d picked a Grumbacher acrylic fan brush to use as my wand. It seemed an appropriate choice for an artist turned witch. Once I had my full powers, I planned on up grading it to a sable one.

      The roar of students talking echoed just outside the door. My morning class was a group of ninth graders. Why did my first time teaching kids have to be to a bunch of hormone-crazed adolescents? I remembered what my ninth-grade art class was like when I was a student, and it wasn't pretty. On art project days it was a free-for-all. We took body painting to a whole new level. I still couldn't figure out how our teacher didn't wind up with a head full of gray hair by the end of the year. But I had a feeling she’d had a little help with her color from L’Oréal.

      I had complete faith the well-bred students of Woodbridge would be totally different. They’d had endless hours of coaching from nannies and tutors under their belts, and I was certain their behavior would be flawless. After years of etiquette and manners classes, my students were going to be a joy to teach. Okay, I admit I had one too many chocolate kisses for breakfast.

      The huge clock over the doorway ticked loudly, reminding me I had mere minutes to prepare my lesson. I gathered the paint and brushes and placed them in front of each chair and then gave every student their very own little white porcelain tray to mix their paint. Next, I almost sprinted to the back of the classroom. A commercial stainless-steel sink took up the whole corner. I quickly filled four large plastic pitchers with water. Everything needed to be perfect for my students.

      Tearing off sheets of Artistico watercolor paper, I placed a stack at the end of each table. Wow, that had to be over two hundred dollars’ worth of paper casually waiting to be gobbled up by students. Why hadn’t my parents won the lotto when I was a kid? Then I could have gone to the academy too.

      The student’s chatter grew louder as I walked back to my enormous desk. Thankful that the kids were waiting until the last second to enter the classroom, I straightened my vintage 50s circle skirt, and tucked in the pleated front crepe blouse I’d slaved over for hours. I’d broken three needles in my sewing machine getting the pleats perfect. I was aiming for artsy vintage chic. No way could I compete with the kids’ wardrobes. I stood by the door and glanced at my hands, checking to make sure I hadn’t chipped any of my burnt bronze 99-cent nail polish. All ten digits seemed to be unscathed.

      My nervousness reached a whole new level as I picked a stray strand of hair off my face, hoping for a perfectly groomed look and knowing I had failed. As the bell rang and the first student walked through the door, I tried not to focus on his raging case of acne. His parents had years of payments for laser skin treatments ahead of them. Boy was I glad those years of hell were behind me.

      The students continued to file into the classroom. I could already detect several cliques in the class. Unlike most prep schools, Woodbridge had no uniforms or dress code. The kids were encouraged to use fashion as a form of expression.

      The first group of boys marched past me and sat at the back of the classroom. All of them looked identical with the same haphazardly layered haircuts. Their uniforms consisted of the latest trends in surf wear. All sported distinctly streaked blond locks. Unlike my highlights thanks to the power of lemon juice, theirs seemed to be the real thing. They were hard earned from hours at the beach.

      The most animated group consisted of five girls and three boys, all with glaringly perfect white teeth. Their confident posture and flawless grooming screamed actors. I didn't recognize any of them, but that didn't mean much. I wasn't one to watch teen TV. That was Sam’s thing.

      One of the girls complained to a friend, “I have a crazy shooting schedule this season. They want me on set by 5:30 in the morning. I need the biggest mochaccino on earth to get me going.”

      The last, and by far the most interesting clique, was the arty crowd. All had distinctly pained expressions on their faces and their hair sported several colors straight from the primary colors in a box of crayons. They were in the middle of a heated argument about the current Dada photography exhibit at the LA County Museum.

      A girl with ratted-out cobalt blue hair threw her books down on the table in disgust. “I mean really. How can a picture of an empty box be considered art?”

      “Geeze, Endora, don't you get it?” Shouted a girl with fluorescent red hair. “The picture shows the meaninglessness of life!”

      A boy wearing jet-black eyeliner rolled his eyes. “You guys are pathetic.”

      I looked down at my 50s circle skirt and didn't feel so artsy anymore. The art bunch had me beat, hands-down. Their outfits had to be from some hip clothing store on Melrose. The go-to place for cool vintage clothing in Los Angeles. In fact, now that I took a closer look at the girl with the cobalt blue hair, I realized that she had modeled herself after the store’s logo, a blue pompadour tux-wearing fox.

      One of the boys in the surfer group mumbled under his breath, “The teach is kind of hot. She reminds me of Camilla Cabello, except a bit taller, and she has bigger boobs.”

      A slew of chuckles erupted from the back of the room and I stood trying to figure out what if anything to say. I didn’t see the resemblance, but there is no doubt I should be flattered by the comparison. Camilla was super cute, but I had to admit the boob comment was on point. Mine were decidedly bigger.

      Staring out at the menagerie before me, I took a deep breath and walked toward the whiteboard, the noise from my heels punctuating every step. With as much artistic flair as I could muster with my trembling hand, I wrote my name in a large John Hancock-style scroll.

      I tapped my marker on the board to get their attention. Closing my eyes, I gathered all my witch concentration powers and hoped I could manage to survive my first time teaching kids without having to rely on magic.

      I turned and forced a smile. Good morning class. “My name is Ms. Zabala and I’ll be your new art teacher. Why don't you … “ Before I could finish, a multi-colored scrunchy flew past my right ear. A flutter of chuckles punctuated the silence. Then a lone boy in the back of the room wielding a laser pointer began drawing circles around my breasts.

      Once again visions of my nightmare 101 painting class flashed before my eyes. I knew what I had to do. Just like an episode of Animal Planet where a grizzly bear confronted the star of the show, I couldn't let the class see any fear.

      “Let me get this straight right now. I am not a substitute teacher, so you can knock off the initiation ceremony.”

      At first, a stunned group of faces stared in my direction. That was until one of the geeky-looking guys in the front pulled out his cell phone and pushed a button. My voice reverberated against the walls, “Let me get this straight right now. I am not a substitute teacher, so you can knock off the initiation ceremony.”

      I was treated to hearing my stern voice six more times. I stood speechless thinking, Do I really have such a high voice? Then my witch defense system kicked in and I bit my lip to keep from muttering a spell that would turn the whole class into a colony of ants. My willpower failed me, and I whispered a silent spell. Nothing happened. Wait a minute? I aced that spell on my test. Then a tingling sensation took over my body and I knew what happened. The high priestess blocked my spell powers in case I lost my self-control. My eyes frantically scanned the room looking for any magical hint that the high priestess might actually be watching from somewhere in the room. Nothing.

      Then a hand manicured in mauve shot up, waving to get my attention. Over the din of continued laughter, she shouted, “Ms. Zabala. My name is Claire Mossman. I’m class president and I want to apologize for my fellow students’ behavior. Unfortunately, it’s kind of a tradition here at Woodbridge to test new teachers.”

      My brow furrowed. Her face looked vaguely familiar. I stood with my hand held to my temple, wishing I could read Claire’s mind so I could know what she would say next. All I had to do was cast a spell, but I wasn’t crazy enough to test the high priestess’ powers again. I had no desire to live my life as a gastropod, the high priestess’s favorite go-to when any of us disobeyed her in coven meetings. The vision of myself crawling across the classroom floor leaving a slimy trail behind me vanished, replaced by the sudden realization of the girl’s identity. She’s the girl in the Cheesy Doodle commercial. Before I could stop myself, I began to hum the catchy commercial jingle, “Cheesy Doodle is Doodle-luscious. Made from naturally good ingredients they are Doodle nutritious.”

      Claire’s perfect bisque complexion turned a sunburned shade of red. She quickly sat back down, tossing her platinum locks forward until only her pert little nose was visible. In a small, defeated voice, she said, “My agent made me take that commercial.”

      As if the whole class was on time delay, there was a moment of silence before another round of laughter broke out. I felt terrible. Poor Claire. She was only coming to my defense. Look how I had rewarded her.

      The thunder of laughter grew even louder and reverberated all the way down the hall and through the courtyard.  “Class, please stop! I will not start the lesson until you’re quiet.” How foolish of me to think the class cared. Only the arty group took me seriously and stopped laughing. I valiantly tried to halt the mayhem before the sound reached all the way to the administration building. My attempts failed miserably as the bulk of the class continued to sound like an audience from a comedy sitcom.

      I had nothing to lose at this point, so in my most authoritative voice, I practically shouted, “I will make sure you all end up in detention if you don't stop this minute!”

      A surfer boy stood up from the back tables and lunged toward me. “Hey, teach, how about riding the waves?”

      With a large rolling motion, he acted like he was going to toss a full pitcher of water at me. The class began to cheer him on until his stunt went terribly wrong. The water splashed out of the pitcher and loosened his hold. The sound of plastic striking hardwood was followed by a few gasps. Before I could manage to dodge behind a desk, the water splashed up from the floor and soaked the front of my beautiful crepe blouse. All my hours of hard work ruined. The cheers changed to whistles as I had just gone from art teacher to wet T-shirt contestant. Thank goodness I had thrown a camisole over my lace bra.

      Claire suddenly came out of hiding. “Ms. Zabala, cover yourself!”

      My crepe blouse was shrinking more by the second and I knew she was right. I quickly marched back to my desk and retrieved the cardigan sweater I had draped over the chair this morning. Frantically buttoning up the cardigan, out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of a shiny oxford shoe moving across the threshold. As the figure strolled into my room, the boys suddenly stopped whistling and the rest of the class sat up straight in their chairs.

      Mr. Smyth-Davies thrust out his chiseled jaw and said, “Ms. Zabala, what precisely is going on?”

      If only I could cast a shifting spell and become one with the blackboard. What a first day and I hadn’t even begun a lesson. Before I could say anything in my defense, up popped Ms. Class President once again.

      “Headmaster, I’m so sorry. I tried to stop the uproar, but the class couldn't behave themselves.”

      “Thank you, Claire. I’m sure you did everything you could.” He turned to face me. “Ms. Zabala, what do you have to say?”

      That was a good question. What could I say about my obvious lack of control and the water dripping down the front of my skirt? I had no choice but to tell a little white lie. “Headmaster, the situation is all my fault. To break the ice, I tried to do a magic trick with a water pitcher, and it got a bit out of hand.”

      Mr. Smyth-Davies pulled me aside. He looked me up and down like I had somehow managed to spill something particularly disgusting all over myself. “Ms. Zabala, this is not appropriate behavior for a faculty member at Woodbridge.” He glared at the kids who sat like perfect angels in their chairs. “You better get back to your lesson.” Mr. Smyth-Davies glanced at his watch. “You only have forty minutes left of instruction time, so you need to get control of your class. I better not hear any more reports of commotion from room 203.” He turned toward the door and then said over his well-padded designer suit shoulder, “And Ms. Zabala…”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes?”

      “I expect you in my office immediately after your last class.”
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      Thank the heavens for lunchtime. I needed to find a quiet place in the courtyard to eat and regroup. Not to mention a place to dry out. My cardigan was soaked. Just my luck the hand dryer in the faculty bathroom was broken. What a morning. If my afternoon class of seniors were like my ninth-grade students, I’d be lucky if I had the energy to walk back to my car.

      Thankful the lunch bell had rung, I started thinking of a place where I could dry out in the sun like a lizard. I couldn't wait to savor the rich double fudge chocolate goodness of my protein bar. No sooner had I locked up my classroom, when I heard, “Avalon.” Mr. Sexiest Man Alive stood before me running his fingers through his famous blond locks. I still couldn't get over the fact that he was actually talking to me.

      Tad looked me up and down. “How was your first class? I heard a rumor you did one hell of a magic trick.” He gave me a wink. “Looks like it might have included a large amount of water.”

      Was there some Woodbridge community text telling everyone about my incompetence? Self-conscious, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Word gets around fast at the academy.”

      He gave me a smile. “Yep, next thing you know you’ll be winning teacher of the year.”

      Damn, he was good. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      I had a nagging feeling he might be buttering me up to avoid a lawsuit for almost hitting me with his limo, but pushed it away.

      “No problem. Just thought I’d pop by on the way to pick up Jason. He’s got a lunch meeting about a new pilot for Disney.”

      “With you as his dad, I’m sure he’s a natural.”

      Tad let out a sigh. “Actually, I don't want him to get into the biz, but my wife has other plans.”

      Who should come trudging up next to us than my nemesis, Gideon, the chauffeur. He glared at me. “Oh, it’s you. I can’t believe you got the job.”

      Tad shot Gideon the piercing look that earns him millions on the silver screen. “That's enough.”

      Gideon shrugged his shoulders. “Sir, were going to be late.” It seemed Tad’s famous glare down had no effect.

      I gave Tad a relieved smile. “Thanks for checking in on me.”

      “No problem. I’m your biggest fan.”

      As he strode off with Gideon, protectively shielding him from me, I knew there was such a thing as a born movie star. No one can teach you charm like that. I bet mothers swooned the first time he was taken out in a stroller. I reached into my purse and pulled out a tissue and blotted my forehead. I guess I had officially joined the Tad Ryan fan club. Too bad the confidentiality agreement kept me from telling Sam.

      Scanning the courtyard for a nice sunny place, I found the perfect spot—a bench next to a manicured garden. I dabbed at my cardigan with a couple of napkins in hopes of drying it out, then settled in for a nice, quiet protein bar lunch. My stomach growled as I’d skipped breakfast for fear, I’d be late. I took two bites of chocolaty goodness when I heard my name. “Ms. Zabala? Are you the new art teacher? “

      Standing before me was a woman who looked a bit out of place on the swanky grounds of Woodbridge. She had on a top and skirt that screamed department store bargain bin. Her hair was a natural mousy brown and looked tidy but not fussed over. “Yes, that's me. Has my name been broadcast to the entire school?”

      Her slender hand reached out toward me. “As a matter of fact, it has. I’m Teri Richman. I teach history to a room full of apathetic tenth graders.”

      I loved her already. “Nice to meet you. Please, call me Ava.”

      “I can see why the Headmaster hired you.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “You look exactly like his former mistress. Same age, too.”

      Talk about going from nice to a bitch in two seconds. That explained why Rene hated me. I stood up and stiffened my shoulders. “I had hoped he’d hired me for my qualifications.”

      “Sorry, I’m just messing with you.”

      I let out a sigh. “Oh, good.”

      “To make up for my bad joke, let me treat you to your first gourmet lunch at the Woodbridge faculty lounge. It’s housed in its own building. I think you’ll find the cuisine a lot more scrumptious than your protein bar.”

      I pulled the napkins out of my sweater and threw them in the trash. Then I tucked the bar back in my purse. “Lead the way.”

      She glided down the winding pathway like a veteran. “I’ve been teaching at the academy for six years now and the lunches are the only thing that keeps me here.”

      Teri led me to a small brick building surrounded by hedges. Guess the teachers wanted their privacy. She threw open the French double doors that opened onto an atrium crowned with a beautiful glass dome. I gawked at the enormous palm trees and flower beds lined with a selection of orchids any nursery would envy. Teri waltzed through a large open doorway and waved to a farm-style table full of faculty. Just to the left was a long table covered in beautiful taupe linens with two servers standing at each end. The feast covered every square inch of the linens and was more impressive than the banquet at my cousins wedding, and she had spent fifty thousand dollars.

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding, Teri. This has my protein bar beat, hands-down.”

      She walked over to the head of the buffet and the servers handed her a pristine white china plate. Endless platters of salads and pasta dishes lined every inch of the table. The pungent smell of garlic and onions drifted past my nose. I had to blink twice when I spied a sushi chef standing behind a counter set up in the corner.

      Teri grabbed a serving spoon and plowed into the giant mound of Chinese chicken salad in front of her. “Everything is wonderful. One of the student’s fathers owns the main catering company used by Universal. He puts this spread on for us every day in hopes his kid will actually graduate.”

      I couldn't help but laugh. “Wow. Impressive bribery. Is it working?”

      “Well, I think he did manage to get a passing grade in Algebra, but his dad needs to tell the chef to step it up a notch if he wants his kid to get into Harvard.”

      I stifled a snicker as Teri brought me over to a linen clad table. An impeccably dressed male teacher and a blonde-haired woman with a colorful floral top sat engrossed in conversation. “Gang, this is Ava. Woodbridge’s latest victim. She took over the art classes for Jim Sanderson.”

      The couple whispered as I plopped down in the only empty chair. They didn't seem to notice my slightly saturated state.

      A woman across the table whispered, “She looks exactly like Jasmine. She even has the same freckles on her nose.”

      I turned to Teri. “I thought you said you were kidding about me looking like the Headmaster’s mistress.”

      “Oh, that part is true, you
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