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      My life changed the day I arrived in Hollywood.

      I knew it would as soon as I stepped off the bus.

      Maybe it was the hope I would one day get out of my small hometown in Ohio.

      Maybe it was the hope I would score a role straight away.

      Maybe it was optimism or straight up dreaming.

      But the fact I had a dream, and I got out of my dead-end town was something. It was more than most people I knew accomplished in a lifetime. Hell, most people in my town had never been outside of Ohio.

      But since I was a little girl, I’d had the dream that one day I would become an actress.

      One year ago today, I made that dream a reality.

      But that reality was more like a cold bucket of water to the face.

      You see, Hollywood isn’t all lights, glitz, and glamour.

      My name is Kate Brooks, and this is my story.
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      One Year Ago

      Elton John always took me to dreamland.

      I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since I last looked out the window or paid attention to anything other than my Discman. But I knew I was almost to my destination. I could feel it.

      I took off my headphones and glanced around, coming out of my music-filled dream state. I was sure the bus driver had said something.

      Sure enough. He had. And thankfully, he spoke again. More like yelled.

      “Next stop, Hollywood!”

      I flinched at the loud boom of his voice reverberating through the bus. I sat up straighter in my seat and smiled.

      I was here at last. I had made it. I was in Hollywood.

      As the coach pulled into the bus terminal, I grabbed my bag out of the overhead luggage rack and stood to get off. My bag was small, but it was all I needed. What I had shoved into my bag three days ago were clothes and the few keepsakes that actually meant anything to me. I was planning to start a brand-new life here in Hollywood, so I didn’t want too many reminders of my old one. The main thing I wanted to keep with me that couldn’t go into my bag hung from my neck at all times—my grandmother’s necklace. She had given me the aquamarine pendant when I turned sixteen. I didn’t know if it had much monetary value, but to me, it was priceless.

      I stepped off the bus, and as soon as my sandaled feet touched the ground of Hollywood, a feeling of accomplishment and absolute glee washed over me.

      I couldn’t believe I was finally here!

      As I stood on the sidewalk and looked up at the skyscrapers and bright lights, reality finally hit me.

      Literally.

      It wasn’t sunny when we pulled into downtown Los Angeles. The sky was the colour of my Great-aunt Mable’s hair—silvery purple. And in the next moment, I knew why. The heavens opened, and the storm clouds unleashed their full fury on me.

      A car horn honked, making me scream and jump, causing me to drop my duffle bag in a puddle in the gutter. Then another car drove by and went through that same puddle, throwing water all over me. I looked down at my now sheer white cotton top and cursed myself for wearing it.

      It was like the universe was saying to me, “Welcome to Hollywood, Kate. Where it’s not always sunny.”

      But at that moment, I refused to believe this was what my life would be like in Hollywood. I was optimistic that it would get better, much better.

      First, I had to find somewhere to stay and dry off. I picked up my wet bag from the gutter and stumbled into the nearest bar. Surely, the people there would be able to help me.

      The doorbell rang as I walked in, and like those old western movies, everyone turned to look at me, the sodden girl in the see-through top standing in the doorway.

      “You look like a lost puppy,” said the bartender. It was reasonably quiet, and what customers were there had now turned back to their drinks. It was almost five in the evening when I walked in, so I guess people drinking at this time wasn’t unusual. I don’t know why I thought it was. It was probably because I’d been travelling for three days and time seemed to blur together. I wasn’t sure what day it was.

      “Can I help you, miss?” said the middle-aged bartender. He stood behind the bar polishing a glass and regarded me as a psychologist. My grandmother always used to say you didn’t need a shrink if you had a local watering hole and a friendly bartender. This man had probably seen a lot in his time as a bartender, and a girl walking into his bar out of the rain with one bag, and the look of optimism in her eyes wasn’t unusual.

      I sat down on one of the barstools and placed my dripping wet bag by my feet.

      “Um, yes. Sorry about the mess. I didn’t expect it to rain.” I laughed, wringing out my curly blonde hair, which was now a wet mop of knots.

      “Don’t worry about it. You must have brought the rain with you. We haven’t had a good storm in many months. Where are you from?”

      “Ohio,” I replied, adjusting myself on the hard stool. My denim skirt clung heavily to my legs.

      “Ah. That explains it. Now, can I get you anything to drink? And perhaps a towel?”

      “Oh, yes, please. And I apologise for my forwardness, but you wouldn’t know a place where I could stay, would you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. My daughter has been looking for a roommate for a while now. I can give you her contact details.”

      “Oh, thank you. If she doesn’t mind, that is.”

      “Not at all. A recommendation is a lot better than a personal ad on Craigslist. Let me get you her number and your towel. I won’t be a moment.”

      “Thank you so much, sir.”

      Less than a minute later, the man returned with a towel and a slip of paper. He placed both on the bar in front of me.

      “And what would you like to drink? It’s on the house, of course.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that. You’re so kind.”

      “It’s not a problem. You remind me of my daughter. She found it so hard when she first came here. She had the same look of confidence in her eyes that you have. But it wasn’t long before that was replaced by desperation. Everyone wants to make it in this town, but this town can chew you up and spit you out. You have to really want it to succeed.”

      “Thank you. And I do want it. I’ve wanted nothing else since I was a little girl. It’s always been a dream of mine to become an actress.”

      “My daughter is an actress. Maybe she can introduce you to a few people, help you get your foot in the door.”

      “That would be amazing!”

      He winked at me and turned to grab a bottle of sauvignon blanc from the fridge behind him. He placed a wine glass on the bar and poured some in before sliding the glass toward me. My eyes widened.

      “That’s for me? How’d you know my favourite drink?”

      “I just know things. I don’t think I caught your name before. My name is Leonard. Leo for short.”

      “I’m Kate. Nice to meet you, Leo.” I shook his hand and then picked up my drink. As Leo busied himself with another customer, I studied the piece of paper he had given me. On it, was a name and a phone number. I sipped my wine and thought about what had just happened. Life was funny sometimes. And so was fate. And it seems like fate brought me into Leo’s bar. There was a lot of bad in life, but there was also a lot of good. And sometimes your life could change depending on the people you met.

      I pulled out my phone, which was a little wet but still worked, and dialled the number on the paper.

      “Hello, Bree? This may sound weird, but I met your dad, and he told me you were looking for a roommate…”
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      I approached the front porch of the address Bree gave me over the phone. It was an art deco building with a lovely little garden out front and a Juliet balcony looking out from the fourth floor. Bree had told me there were four apartments in this one block, and that hers was the one with the Juliet balcony in the front. It was quite pretty. As I walked up the path toward the door, the door opened, and a cute, curvy redhead poked her head out.

      “Hi, you must be Kate? I’m Bree. Welcome to Casa de la Vista.” Bree made a sweeping motion with her hand toward the surrounding gardens and front door entry.

      “It’s sweet. I know this must be weird, me showing up here out of the blue.”

      “No, it’s not weird at all. I’ve had a few people come and go as roommates. You’re the first to come recommended by my dad.” She laughed musically and loud. My first impression was that she was an extrovert with a personality perfectly suited for acting. I didn’t mind. I was usually able to get along with everyone.

      “Anyway, come on in. As I said, my place—our place—is on the top floor. It’s a spacious studio apartment. I hope you like it. I adore it myself.”

      “Thank you. I’m sure I will.”

      We climbed the stairs to the top floor, and Bree led me down a corridor to the end, before unlocking the door to her apartment—now mine, as well. What I saw inside, took my breath away.

      “Oh my! This is gorgeous!”

      “I know. This is what made me fall in love with it the first time I saw it, too.”

      I set my bag down on the floor where I stood and wandered over to the balcony doors. French doors opened out onto the Juliet balcony I had seen from the garden. There was a bird feeder hanging from the corner of the roof, two sunshine yellow metal chairs, and a turquoise blue table underneath so you could sit and drink your coffee in the morning and admire the view. Oh, what a view it was!

      “Oh, my goodness!” I stepped out onto the balcony, as the doors were open, and walked over to the railing. I inhaled the sea breeze and stared out at the glistening blue ocean.

      “I didn’t realise how close to the beach we were.”

      “Yeah, that’s another thing that sold me on this place. Anyway, let me show you to your room so you can get settled. You must be tired. My dad told me you’re from Ohio and that you came here on a bus?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “He also told me you want to be an actress.”

      “Yes. It has been my dream ever since I was a little girl. I’ve wanted nothing else as bad.”

      “That’s awesome. I’m an actress. I’ve just booked my second film. I can take you to a couple of networking industry events if you like, introduce you to people.”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

      She smiled and waved me along to follow her. She led me through the spacious living and kitchen areas and down a couple of stairs to the back of the apartment. We walked past a spacious bathroom with a spa bath and shower. The tiles in it were modern—a stark contrast to the outside of the building. It had apparently been renovated.

      “There’s only one bathroom, so I hope you don’t mind sharing.”

      “No, that’s okay. We only had one bathroom in my house back in Ohio. I had to share with two brothers, a sister, my parents as well as my grandmother.”

      “Oh, wow. I’m an only child, so I can’t imagine sharing with your entire family.” We walk past a bedroom door a little further down the hall.

      “This is my room. And this one is yours. There’s a closet, but it’s quite small. I hope it’s okay.”

      “This is more than okay,” I said, stepping inside and looking around at my new room, the start of my new life. The walls were painted a pale yellow, and there was an unmade bed in the middle, with two white nightstands on either side. There was also a desk and a bookshelf along one wall, and the closet Bree
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