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        I couldn’t have a better sister—or friend.

        Thank you for everything we’ve shared.

        Here’s to many more adventures ahead.

      

        

      
        To My Readers and Their Dogs

        I hope that—like Tessa—you all have wonderful adventures.
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      The day the letter came started out normally enough. I was up at my usual time and went downstairs, where Mom was making my favorite breakfast of an over-easy egg and toast. I was twenty-one, and yeah, it was strange that my mother still made my breakfast, but I wasn’t a domestic goddess like she was. Take the eggs, for example. On the rare occasions I’d make them myself, they’d end up so overcooked I could use them as Frisbees. So why bother?

      The one downside of Mom’s cooking was that I needed to go on a diet, because when an Italian mother feeds you, the waistline has a tendency to expand. I couldn’t complain, though, as her heritage had also gifted me the raven hair, green eyes, and clear olive skin my friends admired.

      “What time’s your first class?” my mother, Elena, asked, looking up from her shopping list while I sat at the dining-room table, eating. Her green eyes were like mine, as was her dark hair, but even though she was Italian, her skin was paler than mine. “I’ll drop you off on my way to the grocery store.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I need to be there at ten.” I crammed the last piece of toast into the creamy egg and devoured it before finishing off the fragrant Earl Grey tea.

      Then I went upstairs to get ready for the day. I turned on the shower, then headed to my bedroom to choose my clothes. It wasn’t hard, as most days I wore the same outfit of skinny jeans with a figure-hugging top. Today I teamed the jeans with a black turtleneck, a studded leather belt, and my new Nine West boots. They were expensive, way more than I should have spent, but Mom and Dad gave me a generous allowance, and a girl has to be fashionable, right?

      I turned on my cell phone and checked my texts. There was one from my best friend, Cindy, saying she’d meet me in the cafeteria at lunchtime, and another from my boyfriend, Joe, asking me to go to dinner with his folks on Saturday night. Joe and I had been together for four years, and he was the love of my life. Like me, he was from a close family, and his parents accepted me the same way my parents had accepted him into our family. We practically lived in each other’s houses, and that was the way we liked it.

      After shooting two quick texts back, I jumped into the shower, then got dressed. I grabbed my textbooks and coat, then headed downstairs, where Mom was waiting for me.

      It was chilly outside, and I was glad for the coat. The temperature had plummeted overnight and the sky was dark, as if a storm was brewing.

      Georgetown University was only ten minutes from home, and every morning when the alarm went off, I was grateful for its proximity because I’ve never been much of a morning person.

      “I forgot to tell you there’s a letter for you at home,” Mom said when we pulled up outside the college. She said it ever so casually, as if I received letters every day, but let’s face it, they’re a rarity these days. I mean, who writes letters, let alone mails them? Doesn’t everyone use texts? Or Facebook?

      At the mention of the letter, my heart raced, and butterflies did a loop-the-loop in my stomach. I swallowed, trying to bite back my response. I didn’t want Mom to see the reaction her words were having, but she had an amazing ability to read me. This was the secret I’d been keeping for the past two weeks. Was I ready to share it yet? Absolutely not.

      “A letter?” I said, trying to make my voice sound casual. “Who’s it from?”

      I knew it wouldn’t be a bill, as I didn’t have any. My credit card and phone were in my father’s name, and so he got—and paid—the bills.

      “I don’t know who it’s from,” said my mother. “But it’s postmarked Los Angeles. You don’t know anyone there, do you, Tessa?”

      Okay, that was the news I’d been waiting for—the news that could change my life. My pulse pounded in my ears, and I had to bite back an involuntary smile from transforming my face into the Cheshire Cat’s.

      I shrugged. “No. I don’t know what it could be.” I tried to modulate my voice, as my acting training had taught me to do, but it sounded breathy and excited, a pitch higher than usual.

      Thankfully Mom didn’t notice, although that didn’t stop me feeling a flush of guilt. We were a tight unit, my parents and me, and I usually shared everything with them. Everything, that is, except stuff between Joe and me. Some things are sacred.

      “Probably just some junk mail,” Mom said, peering into the rearview mirror.

      Fortunately some distraction there took precedence over the letter, and to my great relief, she dropped the subject. I leaned over and hugged her, tighter than usual.

      “Bye, darling. Have a great day,” she said. “See you tonight. We’re having meatballs for dinner.”

      “Yum, my favorite. Have a good day, Mom. Thanks again for the ride.” I jumped out of the car and dashed up the path to the arts building.

      My first class was Advanced Acting, and I didn’t want to miss a single minute of it. Acting was my life—it consumed every waking moment of my day and every dreaming one as well. I’d wanted to be an actress since…well, I can hardly remember since when. But one of my earliest memories is of watching a Disney movie on the large-screen TV in Dad’s den, when I couldn’t have been much older than four. I can’t even remember what the movie was, but I clearly remember the actress in it—a flame-haired cutie with ringlets, big blue eyes, and a lisp. She must have been only a year or two older than me, and I remember wondering how she got to be on TV. From that moment on, I dreamed of being on TV too.

      Even back then, I was ambitious and didn’t sit around just waiting for it to happen. I told my parents and my teachers what I wanted to do, and I followed through by auditioning for every school production. I got my first part at age five. I played a tree, so I didn’t get to speak, but Dad told me I was the best tree he’d ever seen, and in his eyes I was the star of the show.

      After that, I’d continued to take small speaking parts in every show the school put on, and soon everyone, teachers and parents alike, said I shone onstage. I knew I did, too, but I couldn’t explain how it happened. I just knew that when I was onstage, I became someone else. Tessa was left behind, and I magically morphed into someone who, until that point, wasn’t real. It was one of the things I’d always loved about acting—the mystical way you could totally experience someone else’s life while still enjoying your own.

      I continued acting through high school, and then I chose drama as my major when I enrolled at Georgetown. Although Mom and Dad weren’t surprised by my choice, they were less than happy with it. “You can’t make a living acting,” they’d say. “You need to do something solid. What about law? Accounting? Veterinary science?”

      I wasn’t the slightest bit interested in any of those things, and honestly, I wasn’t smart enough to do them. In that way, I’m much smarter than my parents. They think I’m a wunderkind, but I’m very, very average. Finally, they conceded, albeit grudgingly, I had real acting talent, but they still tried to convince me to pursue something more solid. “What about teaching?” they’d say.

      Yawn…boring.

      For years I’d known I’d end up in TV, and then ultimately the movies, and no one was going to budge me from that dream.

      Yes, I knew how many girls my age had the same dream, but I also knew I was different. I knew it in the same way I knew I needed air to breathe, water to drink, and love to be happy. I’d known it since I’d seen my first episode of Hannah Montana back in 2006. My skin had tingled as I watched Miley make her debut, and a small voice inside me told me it was my destiny to be a star. I believed the voice—I had no reason not to—and from then on, a day hadn’t passed when I didn’t dream about my future and work hard to make it happen. I’d convinced Mom to send me to dance and acting lessons, and as I got older I read everything I could lay my hands on about the industry. I lived and breathed Hollywood without ever having visited the place.

      Earlier that year, I’d decided to apply for production assistant jobs in LA so I could get closer to where I wanted to be and hopefully get discovered. And then recently an audition had come up here at Georgetown with a visiting talent scout and director from Los Angeles.

      So was the letter from LA news that my dream was about to come true?

      As much as I loved my acting class, I couldn’t wait for it to end so I could catch up with Joe and Cindy. When the lunch bell rang, I raced to the cafeteria. They were sitting at a table in the far corner of the crowded room, their heads bent together over a magazine.

      I slid into the seat next to Joe, and he grasped my hand. My heart pitter-pattered in pleasure, and I congratulated myself, as I did nearly every day, that this honey had fallen for me.

      “Hi, babe,” he said, not looking up.

      I ruffled his light-brown hair to let him know I needed some attention. He lifted his face and kissed me quickly before returning to his reading.

      “What’s that?” I asked, a bit miffed that I was less important than the magazine.

      He still didn’t give me his full attention. “An article about internships,” he said. “I thought there might be something useful in it.”

      A bolt of annoyance crackled through me. Why was he thinking about internships when we’d already decided we were moving to LA?

      I dropped my books on the table, knocking his Coke over. It was an accident…sort of. “Joe, it came this morning,” I said. “The letter.”

      The river of sticky black cola ran across the table toward him, and finally he looked up, saw it coming, and deftly moved out of the way. He smiled at me, but the smile didn’t mask a nearly imperceptible tightening of his jaw and the worry clouding his brown eyes.

      Not the reaction I was hoping for, but I knew what all women know: men can be unpredictable. So instead of getting into an argument with him, I turned my back on him.

      “Did you get a letter too?” I asked Cindy.

      She shook her head.

      I gave myself a moment to think of a suitable reply, wondering how I’d feel if Cindy’s letter had come and mine hadn’t. Devastated. Envious. Jealous even.

      “It probably got caught up in the mail,” I said, hoping it was true. “Maybe it’ll come today.”

      “God, I hope so,” Cindy said. “But don’t keep us in suspense. What did the letter say?”

      There were those butterflies again, fluttering around inside me. “I don’t know. Mom didn’t tell me it came until she dropped me off this morning.”

      “I’d kill my mom if she did that.” Cindy shook her head, and her white-blond hair flew about her face like a cotton-candy cloud. She brushed it back into place with her French-manicured nails.

      “The thing is, she doesn’t know how important it is. I haven’t told my parents about the audition,” I said.

      “You haven’t told them yet?” asked Joe. He finished wiping up the Coke with a handful of napkins, dumped them in the middle of the table, then leaned back in his chair in his usual confident pose, with one ankle resting on his opposite knee. “Don’t you think they should know their daughter might be moving to LA?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t see the point in worrying them. And anyway, I haven’t even opened the letter yet. It might not be about the audition, and even if it is, I might not have gotten a part.”

      “You got a part,” said Cindy. “They said they’d be contacting the successful ones but not everyone else.”

      Joe ran his hands through his hair, a sign he was frustrated with me. “It only seems fair to let your parents know sooner rather than later. It’s gonna be a helluva shock when you announce you’re taking off. Your dad will be devastated to lose his favorite child.”

      Cindy helped herself to what little was left of Joe’s Coke and took a sip. “I don’t think devastated is quite the right word. He’ll have a total freaking fit.”

      Freaking fit was right. Even though Dad supported everything I did, that didn’t mean he’d be happy about me leaving home and moving clear across the country.

      My stomach tightened into a hard knot. “I know, but what am I supposed to do?”

      “Tell them,” said Joe. He leaned across the table and took his drink back from Cindy. He held it to his mouth, then shook the can and scowled.

      The knot in my stomach plummeted toward the ground. It was easy for Joe to say I should tell Mom and Dad, but why bring on the aggravation before I needed to? And anyway, why was Joe being so disagreeable about it?

      I squeezed his hand. “I know this is hard on you too, but it’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      He broke eye contact with me and looked around the cafeteria as if it were much more interesting than I was. “Doesn’t seem like it’s been hard for you,” he said. When he looked back, his eyes were hard and flinty. “You’ve already decided, haven’t you? And as far as you’re concerned, I’m just along for the ride.”

      Now it was my turn to gaze around. At the next table a blond girl I knew vaguely was reapplying her makeup in a compact mirror, while a group of guys nearby vied to get her attention. The smell of French fries permeated the room, like it did every day. I needed to get away from this place, away from school, away from home. Why didn’t Joe get it?

      “It’s not like that,” I told him. “You’ve always said you wanted to come to LA with me when the time was right.” I reached for his hand and brought it to my heart. “I thought this would be the right time for you since you haven’t found a job yet.” Joe was a year ahead of me and was graduating soon.

      “I know, but how am I supposed to get a job in politics in Los Angeles? DC is this country’s political hub.” Joe shrugged, refusing to make eye contact yet again.

      “I don’t know, but LA’s full of opportunities for smart guys like you. Anyway, do you know how difficult this is for me? I love it here at Georgetown.” That wasn’t strictly true, as I’d completely outgrown the place, but I didn’t hate it…too much. “Chances like this come up once in a lifetime. And for every chance that comes up, there’s a million other girls chasing it. So if that’s what the letter is—a chance to move to LA and work as an actress—I’m not turning my back on it.”

      I meant it. I loved Joe and wanted to spend the rest of my life with him, but if I had to make a decision—and hopefully I wouldn’t—I’d go to LA and be heartbroken. Better that than stay in DC and be unfulfilled.

      “I didn’t think it would happen so soon,” Joe said in a conciliatory tone. He kissed my hand, and my insides turned to mush, the way they always did when we had skin-on-skin contact. “I just wish you could be happy with everything you have here.”

      I let out the breath I’d been holding because I sensed I’d just about won him over. “It’s not that I’m not happy. I just need more than what’s here. And anyway, it’s time for me to get away from home. Living with my parents is driving me nuts.”

      “Your folks are nice,” said Cindy. “I wish mine spoiled me like yours do.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that great when you live with it. Mom’s always treated me like a child, but it’s been worse since Tom left for college. She won’t let me do anything for myself. I know I should be grateful, but I can’t stand it any longer. I want to be independent, do stuff for myself, be responsible for my own life.”

      “We could get an apartment and move in together,” said Joe.

      I glared at him. “That’s what we will be doing if you come to LA with me. I want to be an actress, Joe, and I can’t do that in DC. Los Angeles is the only place that’s going to work for me.”

      Joe remained silent, but Cindy’s pale-blue eyes shone with understanding. She was serious about acting too, and had been since she was ten, when we’d met in a school play.

      “Text me later and let me know if your letter has arrived,” I told her. I knew it would be a long shot for both of us to get a part in the show, but I couldn’t imagine not pursuing our dream together.

      “I will,” Cindy said. “But either way, you can count on me. I’m coming to LA even if I don’t get a part.”

      Cindy had always been there for me, as I was for her, and it would always be that way. We were a tight group, Cindy and Joe and me.

      “What about you?” I asked Joe.

      “You know I can’t live without you,” he said in a sulky tone, his words belying the scowl that fractured his handsome face. “I’m definitely coming too, just like we’ve been planning.”

      

      The rest of the day dragged, and I lost count of how often I checked my cell phone for the time. After my last class, I ran to the bus; on the way home, I cursed every time it stopped to let a passenger off. When I finally got home, I flew straight into the kitchen and cast my eyes around for the letter. It sat on the counter, a flashing beacon symbolizing all my hopes and dreams.

      I ripped it open and speed-read it.

      
        
        Dear Ms. Taylor,

        Thank you for auditioning for a role in Paramount’s new series, Adventures of a Hollywood Dog Walker.

        Competition for the roles was strong, and we are heartened by how much acting talent is out there. Unfortunately, though, while you showed great promise, you were not successful in the role for which you read.

      

      

      Not successful?

      My hands fluttered to my neck, and the letter floated to the floor. I stared at it, then bent over to pick it up, my breath hitching uncomfortably. This was the best opportunity I’d ever had, and I’d blown it.

      But how? I’d auditioned well—I knew I had. When Mom told me about the letter this morning, I was certain I’d landed a role. All day I’d been thinking about flying to LA, living in a nice apartment with Joe and Cindy, and working on the show. I’d be mentored by other actors, have a salary coming in the door, and if by some chance the series didn’t continue after the pilot, I’d be booked for something else.

      But I guess it wasn’t meant to be.

      I bit back the bitter taste of disappointment, picked up the letter, then heaved myself up onto a stool. I wiped away a tear from the corner of my eye and focused on the paper in front of me.

      
        
        However, we have several roles not yet cast, and while they’re not major speaking parts, we feel you have enough merit to invite you to read for them at the studio before filming starts. If this is something that would be of interest to you, please call the casting department at Paramount immediately.

      

      

      Wahoo! I shrieked like a crazy lady and launched up from the stool, doing a happy dance around the kitchen. Yes, yes, yes! Next week I’d be in LA, starting the new life I’d dreamed about. Next week couldn’t come soon enough.

      I wondered if Cindy had heard back from Paramount. I wanted to text her, but was it more sensitive to wait for her to call? I didn’t want to rub her nose in it, in case she hadn’t got a part. After all, it was her dream as much as mine.

      And how would Joe react? He’d been so offhand about the letter this morning, so completely negative and unlike his usual supportive self. Was something going on that he hadn’t told me about? Surely he’d be happy once I called him and told him the news, right? And when we moved to LA, everything would be perfect, wouldn’t it? He’d find the best job in LA, and we’d have the independence we’d been craving.

      Oh, God, I wanted independence so much I could practically taste it.

      But first I had to tell my parents.

      I could imagine what Mom would say. You can’t go chasing to the other side of the country for a TV show. You’ve never been that far from home before. Finish college first.

      It wasn’t that my parents didn’t support and want the best for me—it was more like they thought the best was something else. Something more mainstream. But I’d bring them around; I always did. Dad couldn’t resist making his little girl happy, and if I got Dad on my side, then Mom would be fine. Wouldn’t she?

      My mother’s footsteps rang out in the tiled hallway. “Are you home, Tessa?”

      I wanted to hide, but I knew I’d be putting off the inevitable. Even so, I had to tell Mom and Dad together, so I shoved the letter into the pocket of my jeans and tried to appear nonchalant. “I’m in the kitchen,” I called out.

      Mom bustled in with an overflowing shopping bag. “I bought this for you.” She shook out the contents of the bag, another purchase from the charity shop she worked in part time.

      Glad for the distraction, I took the dress from her hands. “Mom, you’re supposed to be selling clothes, not buying them.” The dress was a beautiful black lace sheath, and under normal circumstances, I’d be excited about it, because I love clothes. I have the most massive wardrobe you’ve ever seen, and I still can’t resist shopping.

      Mom got to work in the kitchen, and we chatted about all sorts of unimportant things while she rattled about efficiently. She’s the most amazing cook, and I suspect the reason I haven’t inherited her talent in the kitchen is because she likes to do everything herself. To be honest, that suits me. I’ve got more important things to do than stand in front of a stove.

      Within half an hour, the room was filled with the aroma of baked meat and herbs, and timing it perfectly, Dad walked into the kitchen.

      Unlike Mom, Dad was all-American. He was a redhead, with a light smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose, and next to Joe, I thought he was the best guy in the whole world. Or maybe it was the other way around.

      “How’re my beautiful girls?” he said. “Mm, that smells good. I married the best cook in America.” He kissed Mom first, then me. “What have you got there?” he asked, pointing to the lace dress.

      “Mom bought it for me.”

      “Another one. She hasn’t stopped shopping since your brother left for college. Speaking of which, did anyone talk to Tom today?”

      That was the signal for Mom’s nightly rave. As proud as she was that my brother, Tom, had been offered a sports scholarship at the University of Florida in Gainesville, she hated that he hadn’t turned it down to stay at home in DC. What would she be like with me gone as well? Poor Dad would have to listen to her complain about it every day.

      “No, Jack,” said Mom, shaking her head. “He’s so wrapped up in his new life at college that we’re the last thing on his list of priorities.”

      “He’ll be in touch when he needs money.” Dad dipped his finger in the pasta sauce that simmered on the stove.

      “Darling, leave that alone.” Mom flicked his hand playfully with a tea towel.

      Dad smiled, his pale-blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “No. I’m having too much fun annoying you.” He dipped his finger back into the pot, then popped it into his mouth. “Delicious,” he said, smacking his lips.

      “Get out of my kitchen,” Mom ordered, shooing him away from the stove.

      Dinner was ready ten minutes later. It was my favorite meal of homemade meatballs on a bed of fettuccine, smothered in rich tomato and olive sauce; a tossed green salad; and crusty ciabatta with butter.

      But I didn’t have an appetite. What I did have, though, was a thirst, and when Dad passed me a glass of Cabernet, I took a huge gulp. There’s nothing like Dutch courage.

      “You haven’t told us about your day,” said Dad. “How’s everything going?”

      This was it. Less than two minutes to parent freak-out time.

      I wiped my sweaty hands on my jeans, feeling the crumpled letter in my pocket. Should I just pass it to them, and then I wouldn’t actually have to tell them my news? That way I’d just have to face the inquisition afterward.

      Or maybe I should bolt from the table? Chicken out and tell them tomorrow. It would mean one less day that I’d have to listen to them raving on before I left. But that wasn’t fair to them, was it?

      While I debated it, I took another big sip of the Cabernet and silently ran through my de-stress mantra.

      I am calm and relaxed. I am calm and relaxed.

      I did feel a bit more relaxed, but I wasn’t sure if it was the mantra or the wine.

      I am calm and relaxed. I am calm and relaxed.

      I took another slug of the wine, just in case it wasn’t the mantra.

      “I have some good news,” I said in a loud voice, because I’d learned through acting that speaking loudly makes you feel more in control. “I auditioned for a role recently, and I got a part.” I crossed my fingers under the table because I’d just lied to my parents. Sort of. I wasn’t lying completely because I had been asked to read for one, right?

      And of course I’d get a part. Wouldn’t I?

      I pushed down any negative thoughts. I’d make sure I got a part if it was the last thing I ever did.

      “That’s great, sweetie,” said Dad.

      “End-of-year production?” Mom asked. “Are you playing the lead?”

      I examined my fingernails. I’d had a beautiful manicure last week, and it was holding up well, because I’d had my long, pink nails square-filed this time.

      “No, I’m not playing the lead, Mom,” I said, bringing my eyes up. “And the audition was for a TV series.”

      “A TV series?” She blinked and put her forkful of fettuccine down.

      Okay, this was it. Show time.

      My gut clenched, and I took another swallow of the wine before answering. “Yes, a twelve-episode series. It’s the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      Dad grasped Mom’s hand across the table. “And you want to give up college to pursue this opportunity?”

      “Yes, I’m going to leave Georgetown.” The words were easier to say than I thought they’d be. I could tell Mom was about to say something, so I delivered the final blow. “I have to. The series is being shot in LA.”

      “LA? As in Los Angeles?” The freckles on Dad’s nose stood out in stark relief against his pale skin.

      I ignored his question. “I need to be there on Monday.”

      “This Monday?” Mom’s complexion turned waxy.

      “Yes, Mom, this Monday.”

      “But that’s too soon to organize everything. And apart from that, you haven’t had enough time to think this through. And you still have another year of college left.”

      I contemplated the ceiling fan. “I don’t need to think it through. I’ve thought of nothing else since I was nine years old.”

      “Your mother’s right, Tessa,” said Dad, glaring at me. “It’s not that we don’t think this is a great opportunity for you. Right, Elena? It’s just that this is the first we’ve heard of it, and there’s a lot to do. We need to know this TV show’s legitimate and⁠—”

      If I’d been standing, I would have stomped my feet. How could Mom and Dad be so melodramatic and…ridiculous?

      “What do you think the show is?” I asked. “A cover for a kidnapping ring? Do you think I’m going to end up in the harem of a Saudi prince? The show’s produced by Paramount, for crying out loud.”

      Dad’s face grew red, which meant he was angry. “Don’t be silly, Tessa,” he said. “This is a good example of why you’re not ready to leave home. You’re not mature enough to realize how careful you need to be. Los Angeles is a big city that’s full of weirdos. The idea of my little girl being there by herself is unsettling.”

      “He’s right,” Mom chimed in. “It was bad enough that your brother went to Florida. But he’s a boy, and he can look after himself.”

      I sighed. “That’s not what you said when he left. You said he should turn down the scholarship and stay here.”

      “Tessa, don’t argue with your mother,” said Dad. “She has your best interests at heart.”

      My wineglass was nearly empty, so I poured myself another drink and took a long swallow. Even though Mom and Dad were being completely and totally unreasonable, I had to keep my cool.

      “Anyway, I’m not going by myself,” I pointed out. “Cindy and Joe are coming with me.”

      “Did Cindy get a part in this show too?” Mom sounded vaguely mollified, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I wasn’t going to be alone or because she wasn’t going to be the only mother in this predicament.

      “I don’t know yet—her letter hasn’t arrived. But she’s coming whether she has a part or not. And her parents won’t stop her.”

      “Oh, so that’s what that letter was about,” Mom said. “Well, Cindy’s parents wouldn’t be able to stop her. She has a mind of her own, that girl.”

      “I’d like to hear what Joe’s father thinks of him going to Los Angeles,” said Dad. He picked up the bottle of Cabernet and examined the label. “Joe’s had political aspirations for the four years you’ve been with him, and Joe’s father supports him one hundred percent. I don’t think he’d let his son throw it away just to move to LA.”

      Mom downed the rest of her wine in one swallow. “I’ll have another one too, Jack.”

      My blood boiled at the implication that my boyfriend’s political ambitions were more important than mine. “He hasn’t found a job yet, and besides, he’s not throwing it away for Los Angeles, Dad. We’re committed and want to be together.”

      Dad’s expression grew softer. “Yes, I know you’re committed, but you need to grow up, honey. If you and Joe want to be together, you need to get your priorities straight and decide what’s important. Acting is a cutthroat business, Tessa. And no one knows you better than I do. You might be a good actress, sweetheart, but the truth is, you’re not temperamentally cut out for the acting life.”

      I bit my lip to stop the tears that were hovering behind my eyes. How could Dad say that? He’d always supported me, always believed in me, so how could he suggest I didn’t have what it took to pursue my dreams?

      I wanted to shout and scream at him, but in the name of peace, I swallowed my objections and another half glass of wine. As the blood-red liquid slid down my throat and warmed my insides, I repeated my mantra again.

      I am calm and relaxed. I am calm and relaxed.

      I knew I was cut out for the acting life. Okay, so I didn’t get the big speaking part I’d wanted, but as soon as I got to LA and landed a part in Adventures of a Hollywood Dog Walker, I’d prove to my parents that I had what it took to make it big as an actress.

      It was going to happen. It had to happen.

      

      I went to bed early after dinner, not to sleep, but to hole up in my room and call Joe and Cindy. Even though Joe seemed less than excited by my news, he apologized for how he’d acted at lunch and promised he’d join me in LA after he graduated.

      Cindy hadn’t got a letter from Paramount, but she still held out hopes of receiving one. I thought it was unlikely, but I didn’t want to say it. But she said she’d join me in LA whether she had a part or not, and that was all I wanted to hear.

      The tight three would stay tight. Life was about to become perfect.

      Now all I needed was my parents’ approval, but I suspected I wouldn’t get it.

      Hearing them arguing downstairs, I moved to my door, hoping to hear what they were saying. I couldn’t make anything out, but when they came upstairs at midnight, they continued discussing it in hushed voices behind their bedroom door.

      I knew they’d be putting strategies in place to try to make me stay in DC. Well, they could plot and plan all they wanted, but it wouldn’t make a bit of difference. I was going to LA with or without their approval.

      

      The next morning, when I went down for breakfast, I was surprised to see Dad sitting at the kitchen table. He usually left for work at the Pentagon before I was up.

      “Morning, Tessa.” He looked up from the Washington Post and smiled wanly. “How’d you sleep, honey?”

      “Not the best. I’m upset that you and Mom aren’t supporting my decision to move to LA.”

      Mom was cooking pancakes. “Now, Tessa, you know we only want what’s best for you. Which is why Dad hasn’t left for work yet. We need to talk about this…adventure you seem so set on.”

      “Look, I know it’s upsetting to you that I’m going to leave DC,” I said. “But there’s nothing you can do to change my mind, unless you’re prepared to chain me up and keep me a prisoner in the basement.”

      “Tessa, that’s uncalled for.” Dad rubbed his hands across dark-ringed eyes.

      I was tired too but not so tired that my temper didn’t flare. I wasn’t going to be bullied. Mom and Dad needed to realize I was an adult who made her own decisions.

      “Don’t patronize me, Dad. How dare you and Mom try to stop me from doing the most important thing in the world to me? Don’t you care about me? Don’t you want me to be happy and successful?”

      Mom put the spatula down. “Tessa, stop being dramatic. You need to listen to what your father and I have to say.”

      Heat radiated from my chest and across my shoulders, and my face burned as if it were on fire. Black spots appeared in front of my eyes, and my voice roared in my ears. “No, I don’t have to listen to you and Dad. I’m sick of you guys living your life through me. Why don’t you leave me alone and let me be my own person? You’re suffocating me. Can’t you see that?”

      Mom’s face turned as pale as the pancake batter. But her wide eyes and slack jaw only goaded me on, and before Dad could come to her aid, I delivered the final thrust.

      “Why do you think Tom left home?” I shouted. “It was because of both of you. He had enough of being your little boy. He’s loving being away, and I will too.”

      The smell of burning pancakes filled the kitchen.

      Dad got up from the table, went to the stove, and took the pan off the heat. He wrapped his arms around Mom, and she crumpled into his side. “That’s enough from you, Tessa,” he said. “I didn’t bring you up to talk to your mother like that, and I’m not going to tolerate it now or ever. We want your last few days here to be happy.”

      Last few days here? What did he mean…last few days here?

      Dad cocked an eyebrow, and a hint of a smirk shadowed the corner of his mouth. “Do you want to tell her, Elena, or should I?”

      “You do it.” Mom’s voice was emotional, and she was holding back tears.

      “Your mother and I sat up talking about this late into the night,” said Dad. He led Mom to the table, and they took chairs across from me. “And as much as it hurts us that you’re leaving, the most important thing for us is that you follow your heart. So we booked your plane ticket to LA online this morning.”

      My heart rate slowed, and Dad’s voice faded, as if I were hearing him underwater.

      “Your flight is on Saturday, to give you a day to settle in before you start at the studio.”

      They’d actually booked my ticket to LA.

      The back of my throat hurt as I realized I was the worst, most ungrateful daughter in the world. I’d do anything, anything at all, if I could go back and unsay the things I’d just said to them.

      But I couldn’t.

      I swallowed to clear the thick wad of regret lodged in my throat. “I don’t know what to say. I thought you were totally opposed to me going.” The words came out in a reedy whisper, and I couldn’t even meet my parents’ eyes.

      “No, honey, we weren’t opposed to it. Just shocked.” Mom’s forehead was creased in a frown. “It was a lot to take in.”

      “We’ve booked a hotel for you too,” continued Dad. “Just a modest one, in Santa Monica. It says on the Internet it’s a nice area and safe.”

      “And we’ve put some money into your bank account.” The color was coming back into Mom’s cheeks. “So you have a deposit for an apartment, and you can buy a good used car. You’ll need one in such a big city.”

      My throat was swollen with self-loathing. How could I have spoken to my folks like that? They’d never forget it; they’d never feel the same about me, these wonderful people who loved me unreservedly.

      And I’d never feel the same about myself either. I’d known I had a temper, but I didn’t know I could hurt the people I loved so deeply. Dad could handle it—he was strong and pragmatic—but the words I’d said would bite Mom to the heart.

      Somehow, some way, I promised myself, I’d make it up to them.

      “You guys are the best,” I said, wiping my hand across my eyes. “I’m so sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean it. You know that, don’t you?”

      Mom moved around the table and embraced me in a massive hug, which made me want to cry even more. “We know, Tessa. It doesn’t seem like that long ago that I was having the same conversation with my own mother. Let’s put it behind us, sweetie, and make the most of your last few days here. You know how proud we are of you, don’t you?”

      I did, which made me break down in tears right then and there.
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      I picked up the tiny Chihuahua, tucked it under my arm, and flashed an imperious glance at Demi. “My baby doesn’t want to walk. She wants to be carried.” I delivered my words with confidence, and my glance was unwavering as I passed the dog to Demi. I didn’t need to read from the script, as I’d rehearsed my lines a hundred times in my hotel room.

      Demi shrugged, and her honey-blond hair, heavy with highlights, swung forward. “But I’m a dog walker,” she answered. Her eyes, as blue as fine Ceylon sapphires, met mine. “That means the dog is supposed to walk.”

      “Start that again, Demi,” yelled Bob. His dark, curly hair bounced as he strode toward Demi. He waved his arms around as if she were blind and couldn’t see him. “You’re supposed to be angry, but you sound apologetic.”

      One of the girls in the cast snickered, and the sound reverberated beyond the set, and around the cavernous space of Paramount’s Sound Stage 14. The set was a replica of a Beverly Hills mansion, complete with sumptuous soft furnishings, bowls of fragrant lilies, and imposing crystal chandeliers. As I stood in the living room, it occurred to me that I was somewhat casually dressed for the setting, even though my blue jeans and long-sleeved white T-shirt were dressed up with strappy high heels, a sparkly belt, and loads of bling.

      Demi rolled her eyes. We’d only met the day before, but she’d already taken me under her wing. Even though she was the lead in the show, she’d told me it didn’t stop her from feeling the edge of Bob Boxster’s acid tongue. He wasn’t the newest up-and-coming TV director in Hollywood for nothing.

      Two years older than me, Demi was confident, assured, and sophisticated in a way I’d always thought I was before I’d met her. Today she was wearing black trousers tucked into high suede boots, along with a black cashmere top that gently clung to her trim figure. Diamond studs glittered at her ears, and her makeup was subtle but perfectly done. She had the sun-kissed look of a native Californian and was the type of woman men loved and women were envious of.

      But I wasn’t envious of Demi, even though she was the star of the show. I was grateful for her guidance and pleased to have a friend on set, because I was already missing Cindy and Joe.

      Demi’s narrow shoulders tensed, and then her eyes shone with determination. She spoke the line again, but this time her tone was firm. “But I’m a dog walker. That means the dog is supposed to walk.”

      “That’s good, very good,” shouted Bob. He was an odd-looking man, with piercing eyes, pale skin, and a pudgy figure. His outfit of tartan slacks, a black shirt, and green suspenders added to his air of eccentricity.

      I stood a bit taller and spoke clearly and confidently. “I pay you good money,” I said, glancing in Bob’s direction to gauge his approval. “If I say my dog gets carried, my dog gets carried. If you don’t like it, I can find another dog walker. Hollywood’s full of failed actors walking dogs.”

      Bob clutched his forehead in his hands. “No, Tessa, now you’re doing it.” He walked over to my mark. “What’s wrong with you girls today? Tessa, you’re a rich, privileged, Beverly Hills girl. Channel Paris Hilton. You’re outraged someone would expect your dog to walk.”

      I bit my lip. I should have had this down pat, the number of times I’d read the script in front of the mirror. I was determined to shine and land this part. It might have been a minor one, but that didn’t matter. A minor part was better than the indignity of calling Mom and Dad to let them know they’d wasted their money sending me to LA because I wasn’t cast after all.

      “I want to see that outrage,” continued Bob. He tucked his thumbs into his suspenders as if to ground himself. “Let’s start this scene again.”

      Demi handed the Chihuahua back to me, and the moths in my stomach flapped wildly. I wiped my hand across my sweat-slick brow, but as we reran the scene, my nerves settled.

      Bob clapped his hands when we finished. “Much better,” he said, turning to the cameramen, who were lounging in the corner. “All right, you guys. Let’s roll this time. I want to see how it comes over on film.”

      The crew took their positions in front of their cameras and fiddled with lenses and controls.

      “This afternoon we’ll be doing sound checks in Santa Monica. Demi, I’ll need you and…” Bob looked around at the rest of the cast, and then he pointed at me. “Tessa, you can come along and help Demi with the dogs.”

      As the others filed out, I noticed the envious looks they gave me. I mean, I knew I was good at acting, but the others didn’t, and they were probably wondering why I was reading for the part of the daughter of a studio executive who had three dogs, including the elderly, spoiled Chihuahua named Mimi.

      But none of the other girls wanted this as much as I did—I was sure of that—and I was working my butt off to make sure it happened.

      “Okay, ladies, cue,” shouted Bob, and the cameras rolled.

      Demi and I ran through our lines without incident, and Bob clapped and beamed, his chubby face split in two. “It’s a wrap.”

      
      After lunch we drove to the Third Street Promenade in Santa Monica, a busy pedestrian walkway lined with shops and restaurants. The sun was high in the deep-blue sky, and shoppers milled around in short-sleeved shirts and shorts.

      “It’s busy here all year round, which is why this place is often used for filming,” said Bob. “I just want to check how it sounds before we go to the expense of getting a permit to close it off, and employing all the extras. We might have to end up shooting this scene in a quieter area.”

      “You don’t leave anything to chance, do you?” said Demi. “That’s why you’re the best, and they pay you the big bucks.” She winked at him, and I remembered some advice I’d read in a blog for hopefuls wanting to succeed in Hollywood: Flirt with every man you come into contact with, even if he works in a mailroom. One day he might end up as a powerful studio executive.

      I admit, it was kind of gross, but Demi had that advice down pat. I could definitely learn a lot from her.

      Bob flashed a lopsided grin at her. “After this series, maybe. Now, ladies, here are the dogs.”

      A van pulled up, and a tanned, wiry woman jumped out, opened up the back, and disappeared inside. She emerged with six dogs with diamante-studded collars. Bob nodded at us, and without a word she passed three dogs to each of us.

      “What do you want me to do?” Demi stared at the dogs with wide eyes, as if she’d never seen one before.

      “Take the dogs, Demi,” said Bob in the tone of voice you’d use with a five-year-old. “Walk up and down with them. Get a feel for how to handle them so you look authentic in front of the cameras.”

      My dogs were all small, and the woman told me they were a poodle, a bichon frise, and a Chihuahua. They were perfectly behaved, as if they were used to hanging around on set, and for that I was grateful.

      “What about me? What do you want me to do?” I asked Bob.

      “Walk beside Demi and talk to her.” He shook his head at the dog handler, and she raised her eyebrows heavenward. “Don’t worry about any lines at the moment. Talk naturally. We just want to get the sound levels right now.”

      As if on cue, a sound technician attached tiny microphones to our tops. “I’ll be over there in the van,” the guy said, pointing across the road. “I want to see how easily I can pick you up. Have a normal conversation with each other, as if I’m not listening.”

      “Once Demi’s comfortable with her dogs, you can pass her your three,” Bob told me. “But keep walking with her and, most important, keep talking.”

      “You won’t have any trouble with them,” chipped in the dog handler.

      “I’ve never walked a dog in my life,” Demi said to me in an undertone. “Don’t tell anyone, but I lied during my audition and said I’m experienced with dogs. Nothing could be further from the truth. We never had them while I was growing up, and none of my friends did either.”

      I bounced on my toes, wondering whether to share my lack of experience with dogs with Demi too. “You’ll be okay,” I whispered back. “They seem harmless.” I appraised Demi’s small black dog that the handler said was a pug, as well as the other bichon frise. The big dog, the one she called a standard poodle, I wasn’t so sure about. It looked kind of strange with its funny, clipped coat and sharp, haughty face. “Actually, I haven’t been around dogs much either. I’m not scared of them or anything, but I’m not sure how much I like them.”

      Actually, I was sure. I didn’t like dogs at all, but they were the reason for my being in LA, and I was an actress, so I could pretend to like them.

      Demi flashed a grateful smile at me. “Hopefully we’re both better at acting than we are at telling the truth. Let’s go.” We crossed the street, the dogs prancing along beside us.

      Bob and the sound guy climbed into their van across the street, and the dog handler sat in hers, monitoring her charges.

      On the Third Street Promenade, niche boutiques stood side by side with Banana Republic, Victoria’s Secret, and Restoration Hardware. The street was immaculately clean, and even the trees were groomed to perfection. An eclectic mix of performers were entertaining the passersby, adding to the vibrancy of the surroundings. Palm trees swayed in the light breeze, reminding me there was a beach only a few blocks away. The place combined urban sophistication with a laid-back vibe, which I loved.

      “What are we going to talk about?” I asked Demi.

      She giggled. “We can’t talk about Bob. Not with these mikes on.”

      “Or the sound guys.”

      “Or the rest of the cast. I guess we’ll have to talk about the dogs.”

      “This place is fantastic,” I said, getting distracted by a red dress in the window of a boutique. “Don’t suppose I can pop in and try that on,” I said, making sure to cover the mike with my free hand.

      “Nope, I’m not taking all the dogs,” said Demi. “You’ll have to come back when we don’t have them. Oh, hell.” She stopped abruptly as the leashes tangled around her legs. “How do real dog walkers do it?” She tried to separate the leashes, but as she wove one under the other, the standard poodle yapped at a woman walking a cocker spaniel.

      Demi dropped the leash, and the poodle took off after the spaniel.

      “Quick, grab it,” I cried.

      Instead, Demi dropped the other leashes, and for a moment the dogs stood stock-still. Then, as if realizing Demi was an amateur in the dog-walking stakes, they ran in opposite directions from each other.

      “What should I do?” I yelled to Demi.

      “You get the one over there,” she shouted, pointing at the standard poodle. It was still following the cocker spaniel, and was about to disappear from sight. “I’ll get the others.”

      I ran down the promenade, my dogs running along beside me. “Wait,” I yelled to the cocker spaniel’s owner.

      The woman turned, and as soon as she realized the poodle was trotting along behind her, she stopped and gathered its leash. “I’ve got her,” she called out.

      I’d thought the poodle was a girl too, from the silly way its coat was clipped. But if it was a girl poodle, it was gay, because at that moment it mounted the spaniel.

      “Get your dog off my Trixie!” yelled the woman, trying to pull her dog away. “She’s in heat.”

      I lunged for the poodle’s leash and tugged as hard as I could, but he remained latched on to Trixie, pumping for all he was worth. He would probably have finished the job, but at that moment there was a barrage of yapping, and Demi’s pug and bichon raced over and barreled into the copulating dogs. Trixie gave a yelp of fear and dislodged the standard poodle.

      Trixie’s owner scooped her dog up in her arms, but it wasn’t enough to cool the poodle’s ardor. He jumped up at the woman, knocking her to the ground. She sat with her cocker spaniel in her arms, glaring at me, while the
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