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“Pinch me!” Zoe Crenshaw stood in the middle of the café and held out her red T-shirt-clad arm to her cousin Lauren. “I can’t believe I have an agent. And he’s arriving today!”

“I’ve already pinched you five times since March.” Lauren shook her head in amusement, but gently obliged. “There.”

“Brrt?” Annie, Lauren’s silver-gray Norwegian Forest Cat, looked up at them.

“It’s all thanks to you, Annie.” Zoe beamed. “If you hadn’t pressed the right button on the keyboard and sent my princess script off to the first agent on my list, this mightn’t be happening.”

“I’m sure you would have sent your screenplay to someone.”

“Maybe.” Zoe sounded uncharacteristically doubtful.

It was a quiet Tuesday morning in July, at the Norwegian Forest Cat Café in the small town of Gold Leaf Valley, Northern California. 

Only a couple of customers sat at the pine tables, seated by Annie, who enjoyed her hostess duties.

After Lauren’s Gramms had passed away, she’d inherited the café and the attached cottage and quit her sometimes humdrum office job and moved herself and Annie down here. When Zoe visited her one weekend, she’d decided to stay permanently, instead of flitting from one temp job to another in San Francisco, and they’d been roomies in the cottage, along with Annie. 

A while ago, the trio had become hooked on two princess movies, Zoe even attempting to write a sequel – the first time she’d ever written a script. And now, thanks to Annie, it looked like her hard work had paid off. 

“Why is your agent visiting you?” Lauren wrinkled her brow. She was thrilled for Zoe, but she thought agents conducted business over the phone, or through emails. But perhaps she was wrong.

“He said he wanted to get a feel for the place,” Zoe replied. “And to meet me in person. I can’t believe he said he loved my script!”

“I think everyone who’s read it has enjoyed it,” Lauren reminded her. “Me, Annie – who read it with me, Mitch, Chris, and all our friends.”

“Yes, but they’re our husbands – and friends,” Zoe said. “Not an objective agent.”  She paused. “Although I do appreciate everyone here telling me they loved it.”

“Brrt,” Annie approved. 

Lauren glanced around the room, taking in the pale-yellow walls, wooden floorboards, and pine tables and chairs. A string-art picture of a cupcake with lots of pink frosting decorated one of the walls – evidence of one of Zoe’s former hobbies. Although it was quiet now, she knew from experience that it would probably be busy at lunchtime. 

A distant car door slammed, and Zoe jumped. “He’s here! I bet that’s him!”

The oak and glass entrance door opened with a rush, and a large, burly man entered, smoking a cigar. He wore dark slacks and a blue shirt. Trailing behind him was a woman in her early thirties, short and slender, with wispy sandy-blonde hair, tinged with premature gray. Her outfit consisted of a floral skirt and white short-sleeved blouse. 

“There’s no smoking in here,” Lauren said. “Sorry.”

“Sure.” The man shrugged and looked for somewhere to put it out. He turned to the woman behind him, and handed her the ashy cigar. With a little grimace, she walked outside and stubbed it out on the sidewalk, then put it in the trash can nearby.  

“I’m Burt Brants.” The man held out his hand. “Where’s Zoe Crenshaw?”

“Right here!” Zoe shook his hand enthusiastically, her brunette pixie cut bangs bobbing against her forehead. “This is my cousin Lauren, and this is Annie.” She smiled down at the feline. “Annie is the one who sent you my script.”

“Fancy that.” He winked at Annie. “I’ve heard stranger stuff than that in my time. Okay, let’s sit down and talk.” He eyed the silver espresso machine on the counter. “A double espresso would hit the spot.”

“Of course.” Lauren made her way behind the counter, noticing the young woman re-entering the café. “Can I get you something?” 

“I’ll take a latte if it’s not too much trouble,” she requested politely.

“Coming right up.” Lauren smiled.

“This is my assistant, Trish,” Burt explained. 

“Brrt.” This way. Annie trotted to a four-seater near the counter. 

“Where’s she going?” Burt stared after her.

“She’s finding us a table,” Zoe explained with a giggle.

“Brrt.” Here. Annie jumped onto one of the chairs and looked at them expectantly. 

“Look at that, Trish.” Burt grinned. “We’ve got to get her in the movie.”

“Brrt!” Annie looked pleased. 

Trish made a note on her tablet.

“Okay.” Burt sat down opposite Annie and Zoe. Trish sat beside him. “I love your script. I already told you that when I signed you, and the production company that makes these princess movies love it too.” He chuckled. “You sent that script to me at just the right time – they were going to buy a different screenplay for this third movie, but the writer couldn’t deliver it in time. Your script is perfect – it just needs a little tweaking.”

“Tweaking?” Zoe asked. 

Lauren delivered the coffees, and noticing that the other few customers seemed content with their orders, borrowed a chair from another table, and sat at the end, next to Annie. 

“Yeah, this and that. No big deal. Everyone gets tweaked. You won’t even know what they do to it, it will be so close to your original version.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Okay.” Zoe sounded like it might be ninety percent okay.

“I love this place.” He assessed the room, his gaze roving over the string-art picture of the cupcake. “Now that’s art.” He pointed to it.

“I made that a while ago,” Zoe told him.

“You’re an artist as well.” He winked.

“Zoe made these mugs.” Lauren gestured to the pottery mugs on the table, depicting Annie gazing at a cupcake. 

“You’re an allrounder.” He pointed his finger gun-style at her. “I like that. Stick with me, kid, and you can really go places.”

“Oh, wow!”

“As I was saying, I like this place. It’s cute. It’s quaint. It’s now. Just what the movie needs, if you ask me. Just like this town we’re in, all those Victorian buildings.”

“They date from the Gold-Rush era,” Lauren said.

“Good, good.” He nodded. “This place could be perfect for filming the movie.”

There was a small silence while Lauren, Zoe, and Annie looked at each other with wide eyes.

“Really?” Lauren asked. 

“Yeah. The location the production company lined up fell through at the last minute, and now they’re in a time crunch to make this movie.” He pulled out his phone. “I’m going to call the executive producer right now and tell him about your town. What’s it called again?”

“Gold Leaf Valley.” Zoe’s voice was full of excitement.

A second later, he spoke into the phone. “It’s Burt. I’ve found the perfect town to film the princess movie. Wait until you see it! Trish will give you directions.”

He handed the phone to his assistant, who spoke briefly, then gave him back the device. “Get here as soon as you can.” He ended the call.

“What happens now?” Zoe asked.

“Doug will arrive, and snap up this town. Is there a motel for everyone to stay at?”

“Yes,” Lauren replied. “The Gold Leaf Valley Motel.”

“I bet Paul, the owner, will be pleased to have so many guests,” Zoe said.

“Brrt,” Annie agreed. 

“Trish, make a note of the motel,” Burt ordered, but she was already tapping away on her tablet. 

“Then what happens?” Zoe asked, her brown eyes alight with curiosity.

“And then we make the movie.” He chuckled. “Well, not me, but the production team.” He pointed at Lauren. “If we use this café, you’ll get a fee.”

“Really?” 

“Yeah.”

“But what about my customers?” Lauren glanced around the room. 

“There are only – what? – two in here now,” he told her. 

“But we get slammed at lunchtime,” Zoe informed him. 

“I’m sure they’ll understand if it’s just for one day – maybe two.”

“Ooh – we’re closed Sundays and Mondays, and Saturday afternoons. Maybe we could film here then,” Zoe suggested. 

“Now you’re thinking.” He pointed his finger at her. “I knew there was a reason I liked you – and your script.”

Lauren noticed that Trish had finished her latte. “Would you like something else?” She leaned across the table. “Another latte or a cupcake?”

“A cupcake would be great,” Trish sounded wistful, “but I don’t think I’ll have time to—”

“Let’s check out this motel.” Burt scraped back his chair on the wooden floorboards. “I’ll be back later, Zoe. Watch out for me.”

Trish gave the three of them an apologetic look, and followed her boss out the door. 

“Wow.” 

“Yeah, wow!” Zoe sounded more enthused. “A real Hollywood agent – and he visited me right here in the café!”

“You have signed a contract with him, haven’t you?” she asked.

“Of course,” Zoe sounded indignant. “And I had it looked over by a lawyer – everything’s fine. Why? Don’t you like him?” 

“I don’t know him well enough to like or dislike him,” she replied, trying to be tactful. “But he does seem to have a big personality.”

“He probably couldn’t do business without one,” Zoe replied, “especially in Hollywood.” She stroked Annie. “Thank you for sending my script to him.”

“Brrt.” Annie closed her eyes, enjoying the caress.

“Where is he? Where is he?” Their friend Martha barreled into the café, pushing her rolling walker like a race car driver. “Where’s your big time Hollywood agent?” Her curly gray curls sprung around her face, and her face was flushed, matching the pink T-shirt she wore.

“He just left.” Lauren rose from the table.

“Yeah, but he said he was coming back later.” Zoe’s eyes sparkled. 

“Pooh.” Martha plopped down on the walker’s black vinyl seat. “I rushed to get here. Do you think he’d take a gander at my script?”

“I don’t see why not,” Zoe said. “I’ll ask him when he comes back.”

“Really?” Martha looked hopeful. 

Martha had been so inspired by Zoe writing her script, that she’d decided to write one as well, also based on the princess movies. 

“Have you fixed your typos?” Lauren asked, hoping she didn’t sound nitpicky.

“Yep! Well, most of them,” Martha admitted. “Sometimes my eyes get so tired I have to squint and squint at that darn computer screen, and I bet that’s how I miss some.”

“That’s probably it,” Zoe agreed.

“Brrt.”

“What have you been up to, cutie pie?” Martha winked at Annie. “Did you like the big time Hollywood agent?”

“Brrp,” Annie replied thoughtfully. 

“I liked his assistant, Trish,” Lauren remarked. 

“She did seem nice,” Zoe agreed.

Martha switched to a pine chair opposite Annie. “Maybe I should sit here awhile and wait for your agent to return. I don’t want to miss him.”

“Good idea.” Zoe nodded.

“Would you like a hot chocolate?” Lauren asked. 

“With lots of marshmallows.” Martha’s eyes lit up. It was her favorite drink, even during summer.

“Coming right up.” She headed to the counter, Zoe following. 

“Wouldn’t it be awesome if Burt signed Martha too?” Zoe plucked a pottery mug depicting Annie winning the local cat show, and gave it to Lauren, who steamed the milk.

“It definitely would be.” Lauren added a liberal amount of pink and white mini marshmallows, and dusted the top with more chocolate powder. 

“That looks amazing.” Zoe eyed the concoction. “Maybe I should make one for myself.”

“Even on a warm summer’s day?” Lauren teased. 

“But it’s cool in here with the air con,” Zoe pointed out. “Yeah, I’ll make one for myself. Want one?”

“Why not?” She tried to be careful with how many treats she had, as too many were not good for her curves, but perhaps she did need a little fortification after meeting Zoe’s agent. “Make mine a small one.”

“Coming right up.” Zoe winked at her. 

Smiling to herself, Lauren carried the beverage over to Martha. “Would you like a cupcake as well?” she asked. “I’ve made pistachio, raspberry surprise, and salted caramel today. And we also have apricot Danish.”

“Maybe later.” Martha looked tempted. “I want to make a good impression on this agent, and not have crumbs on my mouth or on my T-shirt.” She looked down ruefully at her pink top, which suited her lightweight blue pants.

“We’d tell you if that happened,” she said.

“Brrt,” Annie agreed. 

“You girls are good to me.” Martha plunked the teaspoon into the mug. “Lots of marshmallows – goody.” She spooned up a big amount of froth and sighed. “That hits the spot.”

They chatted with her for a few minutes, Zoe telling her everything the agent said that morning, then more customers trickled in. 

“I’ll let you know as soon as he arrives,” Zoe promised, heading to the counter with Lauren. 

“Can’t wait!” Martha’s eyes sparkled as she continued to sit at the table. 

Annie gave her an apologetic brrt and seated the newcomers, before returning to Martha. 

Thirty minutes later, Burt strode into the café, this time thankfully not puffing on a cigar. Trish trailed him as they stood at the Please Wait to be Seated sign.

Zoe jumped up and down behind the counter, pointing to Burt and then to Martha.

Martha’s eyes widened and she clambered to her feet. Grabbing the handles of her walker, she raced over to him, nearly mowing him down in her excitement. 

“Whoa, there,” Burt gasped, taking a step back and nearly bumping into Trish.

“Are you him? The big time Hollywood agent?” Martha demanded.

“Some people seem to think so.” He grinned.

“Yes, it’s Burt,” Zoe called from the counter. 

“Here.” Martha flipped up the padded seat of her walker, and thrust a sheaf of papers at him. “Here’s my princess script.”

“You’ve written one too?” He sounded surprised, and flicked through the papers, before handing them to Trish. “Okay, I’ll take a look. Why not? Have you got your contact details on there?”

“No.” Martha looked downcast for a second.

“Here’s a pen.” Lauren leaned across the counter and handed it to Martha.

“Write your name, address, and phone number on the title page,” Zoe advised. “And your email address.”

Trish handed the script back to Martha. 

“Thanks.” Martha scribbled on the front page, then gave the sheaf back to Trish. “You will read it, won’t you?” She looked hopefully at Burt and Trish.

“Of course,” Trish replied. 

“Yeah. If Trish likes it, she’ll give it to me to read,” Burt added.

“Really?” Zoe asked. “Is that what you did with my script?”

“Yes.” Trish nodded. 

“Huh.” Martha sounded as if she didn’t know whether to be impressed or not. 

Burt switched his attention to Lauren. “That double espresso you gave me earlier was good. You should be in LA, serving the stars. You could make a lot of money.” He rubbed his thumb and fore-finger together. 

“Thanks. But I like it here. This used to be my grandmother’s café.”

“And then Lauren turned it into a certified cat café,” Zoe added.

“Brrt!”

“You two make quite a team – and your cat.” He glanced down at Annie. “Let me know if you ever want to move to LA. I could make things happen for you.”

“Thanks.” Zoe looked intrigued. “But my husband Chris works here.”

“Where is he?” Burt looked around.

“He’s a paramedic,” Zoe informed him. 

“And my husband Mitch is a local police detective,” Lauren added. 

Burt eyed them assessingly and rocked back on his heels. “Have you two ever thought of writing a script together? I can just see it now – two lady sleuths, one a cop and one a paramedic. They team up to fight injustice.” He made a frame in the air with his hands. “And you can get all the insider details from your husbands.”

Zoe turned to Lauren, her brown eyes sparkling. “We could do that!”

“Brrt?” Annie looked up at them from in front of the counter.

“Of course you would be in it,” Lauren assured her. “If we did write a script together.”

“Your cat could ride shotgun in the ambulance. Maybe wearing a nurse’s hat—” he turned to Trish “—do they still wear those caps these days?” Before his assistant could answer, he continued, “Audiences would eat that up. Or she could be a special police cat.”

“Brrt!” Annie sounded as if she liked that idea. Her green eyes shone with intelligence.

“I want to write that!” Martha shifted from foot to foot. “Or what about a retired lady police detective solving crimes the young male detectives aren’t smart enough to crack?”

“I like it.” Burt pointed his finger at her. “A lot of old – older – people watch TV. They’d lap that up like a one-dollar early bird dinner.”

“Yeah.” Martha nodded. 

“Send it to me when you’ve written it,” Burt instructed her. “Trish, make a note.”

“I already have.” Trish smiled at Martha as she finished tapping on her tablet. 

“And you two—” Burt turned to Zoe and Lauren “—can think about the lady paramedic and cop idea.”

“You have that one and I’ll write about the senior lady detective.” Martha winked at them. 

“We’ll definitely discuss it.” Zoe glanced at Lauren. 

She nodded. 

“Brrt!”

“I need another double espresso,” Burt announced. 

“Coming right up,” Lauren promised. “Trish, can I get you anything?”

“Another latte would be good, and a cupcake.” Trish gazed longingly at the glass case displaying the tempting array of treats. “Is that salted caramel?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll have one, please.”

“Maybe I should get one, too.” Burt checked his fancy gold watch. “We mightn’t have time to grab lunch today, with Doug coming soon. Make mine two.” 

“Would you like another one as well, Trish?” 

“Yeah, you should,” Zoe agreed. “What about a raspberry surprise as well?”

“Sounds good,” Burt interrupted. “You can surprise me, too.”

Martha chuckled. 

“Is everyone going to stay at the motel?” Zoe asked.

“Yeah, it looks good enough,” Burt said. “We spoke to the owner and he’s got enough vacancies, although some of the crew might have to double up. But it’s doable.”

“That’s great,” Zoe said. “So you’re really going to make the movie here?”

The oak and glass entrance door opened, and a tall, skinny man in his forties appeared. 

“You can ask Doug.” Burt pointed at the newcomer. “So, what do you think?”

“This town could work,” the man replied. “Hi, I’m Doug, the executive producer on this movie.”

“I’m Zoe. I wrote the princess script.”

“Really?” He looked at her with interest. “It’s good. Have you written any other screenplays?”

“No, this was my first,” Zoe replied. 

“Stick with it,” he advised.

“I’ve just given them an idea for a TV series,” Burt told him.

Doug nodded. 

“I’ve written a princess script, too.” Martha beamed. “Trish is going to read it.” 

“Good luck.” Doug smiled.

“Can I get you a latte or cappuccino?” Lauren asked.

“You should try a cupcake,” Zoe advised. “Everyone loves them.”

“I’ll have a green one.” Doug pointed to the pistachio, loaded with frosting. “And a large latte.”

“Of course.” Lauren started steaming milk.

“Annie will show you all to a table,” Zoe said. 

“Brrt.” This way. She led them to a large table in the middle of the room, and jumped onto one of the chairs.

“That’s cute.” Doug nodded as he followed Annie. 

“I already told them she should be in the movie.” Burt said. 

“There’s a cat already in the script,” Trish spoke. “I’m guessing it’s Annie.” 

“It is.” Zoe followed them. “I’ve also included Mrs. Snuggle and AJ. They’re Annie’s friends.” 

“Zoe?” Lauren called. She didn’t like to interrupt her cousin, but she could do with a bit of help, and she wanted to create a good impression as well.

“Oops.” Zoe zipped to the counter, plated the cupcakes, and walked over to the table with Lauren, who’d finished making the beverages. 

“Pistachio, and raspberry surprise, and salted caramel times two.” Zoe set out everyone’s treats.

“Double espresso, latte, large latte.” Lauren placed the beverages in front of everyone.

“Wait until you try the coffee,” Burt advised. “I never thought I’d get something this good here.”

“Hey,” Zoe said indignantly.

“Sorry,” he
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