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To Jamaya, Vernicia, Jackelin,
and all the friends of Mango
who have reached out.
I appreciate you!
—F. H.
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Ever since I drowned my ex–best friend Brooklyn’s phone, my life has been one surprise after another. Brooklyn tried to play a dirty trick by signing me up to audition for the school musical. I auditioned because I didn’t want to let her plan to humiliate me work, and guess what? I was cast to play Juliet in the school musical Yo, Romeo! I never wanted to be an actor, and sure, I could sing, but I never thought I’d sing in front of anyone besides my bathroom mirror, and then BOOM! I’m playing the lead in the musical.


The show turns out great; I have a lot of fun, make new friends, and discover my passion for being onstage; and then . . . another big surprise. I’m cast in an Off-Off-Off-Broadway version of Yo, Romeo! and spend the summer in New York City costarring my friend/crush, TJ, which is great. Unexpectedly, TJ gets replaced by my favorite star (next to Beyoncé, of course), Gabriel Faust! He turns out to be kind of a jerk and quits the show, which leads to us closing early.


. . .


Two days after I returned home from New York the ground was shifting underneath me again and I was leaving home. This time I was headed for Los Angeles for a screen test. If I passed the test, I would be cast in a show starring my favorite TV star, Destiny Manaconda! The weirdest thing of all the weird things that were happening in my formerly ordinary twelve-and-three-quarters years of life was that Destiny Manaconda was now kind of a friend. I mean, we’d met in New York when she was hanging out with her pretend boyfriend, Gabriel Faust. At first she was cold and distant, but later I grew to like her as a person, not just a TV character. I guess she grew to like me, too, because she was the one who recommended her high-powered manager, Maxwell Paige, approach TJ and me with a deal to fly us out to L.A. to test for a chance to play her friends in a new TV show.


Back in New York, Destiny had kind of warned me about the pitfalls of being a star. How hard it was to live up to your image and keep your fans interested in everything you do. How you had to be disciplined and give up fun things that might affect your job. How lonely it could be working so hard and being so young. So there was a part of me that wasn’t completely sure I wanted a new, weird kind of Hollywood life. I mean, I liked being regular Mango: hair pulled back in a big Afro puff with a scrunchie; T-shirt, jeans, or jeggings; hot Cheetos; and pepperoni/pineapple pizza (yeah, I know a lot of people hate that, but I live for the salty/sweet combo). I liked being home with Mom and Dada and my little teddy bear brother, Jasper. I missed them when I was away. Still I said yes to the chance to experience a new adventure.


“Yes” is such a strange word. “Yes” is great when someone says yes to you. “Mom, can I stay up late?” “Dada, can I have some money to go to the mall with my friends?” “Hey, great and wonderful best-parents-in-the-world, can I have a dog?” When yes is the answer to any of those questions, you feel great! (Actually, no was the answer to the dog question, because Mom said our apartment was too small. [image: ]) But then there are the times when someone asks you to say yes to something, and you have to make a decision, and the decision you make will come with responsibilities and sacrifices. “Can I borrow your green-checked Vans?” “Can you watch my baby sister while I can run to the store?” “You’re good at math; will you help me study for the test?” “Will you come to Hollywood and take a screen test that could make you a star?” Saying yes to any of these questions can turn out to be quicksand that pulls you under, and there is no escape, only regret.


Since the trip to Hollywood was only supposed to be for two days at the most, Dada was coming with me. He had just finished catering a fancy vow-renewal party for my wealthy friend Hailey Joanne’s mother and father. It was a great success and the biggest job Dada’s new catering company, Delicious Delights, had handled yet. He worked so hard to make it a success, and he deserved a rest, so my parents decided he should go with me. It would be both Dada’s first time in California and mine. Dada was just as excited as I was; I could tell by the sparkle in his almond eyes. “I can’t wait to sample authentic West Coast cuisine, Mango-gal. While you’re busy screen-testing, I’ll be busy eating and finding new ideas for my catering company!”


It was before sunrise and time to head to the airport. Maxwell Paige had sent a car for us, so we said goodbye to Mom upstairs in our apartment. Jasper was sound asleep when I kissed him on his soft, peach-fuzz cheek. He had grown so much in the weeks I’d been in New York. He could even pronounce “Mango” clearly now. I have to admit, I kind of missed the way he used to say Mamo-Mamo all the time.


Heavy clouds hung ominously low in the sky, and thunder rumbled in the distance as we climbed into the town car. Not exactly ideal weather for taking off in a plane to fly across the country. I snuggled in close to Dada as we pulled away from our building. I felt a tingle, a sort of electric current running through me, as I thought about heading for a new adventure. The “tingle” was both positive and negative, because anyone who has ever read an adventure knows that there are downsides and upsides. Unexpected obstacles you have to confront and overcome . . . or not. Challenges you weren’t exactly prepared for that you must conquer . . . or not. You always hope things will turn out all right. Sometimes they do, and sometimes your hopes float away like dandelion fluff. I’d had my share of roller coaster adventures over the past year. Was I ready to face more ups and downs? I sighed and thought, Ready or not, here I come.


When we arrived at the airport, TJ was there waiting. Maxwell Paige had sent a car for him, too, but no one accompanied him. TJ’s Mohawk hair looked smooshed to one side, like he hadn’t tried to do anything with it since he woke up, but his kiwi-green eyes and smile were bright. I was so happy to see him. TJ was sort of my boyfriend . . . or the closest thing to a boyfriend if I had one. I mean, if you break it down, he was a friend and a boy, but not just a regular friend. TJ was a boy who like-liked me and I like-liked him . . . but he was not an actual boyfriend.


Anywho, TJ’s mother agreed to let Dada chaperone him on the flight across country, since she was busy preparing for her wedding to a man who would become TJ’s stepfather. TJ didn’t come right out and say it, but I had the feeling he didn’t care for his mom’s fiancé very much. TJ wasn’t the type to talk a lot about his home life, but if you listened closely to his songs, you could tell what was really going on in his heart. He did tell me that he was looking forward to spending time with his biological father, Malachi Gatt, a corporate lawyer who lived and worked in L.A. It had been almost a year since he’d seen his dad in person.


A weird thing happened at the gate as we were about to board. When the agent called for priority and first-class passengers to begin boarding, Dada, TJ, and I walked forward and were first in line. (Maxwell Paige had the producers arrange first-class travel.) The gate agent smiled and said, “Sorry for your misunderstanding, but this call is for first- class and priority passengers only. Step back, and we’ll call you with your group.”


A red-faced man behind us carrying a garment bag sighed and started to move around me. Dada put up his hand to the man, saying, “Hold on, please, sir.” He turned to the agent and showed the tickets on his phone. TJ showed his phone too. “I believe we have seats in the first-class cabin. Group One, if I’m not mistaken.”


The agent blushed, cleared her throat, and said, “Oh, of course . . . I just . . . People often make mistakes and . . . uh . . . welcome. Go right ahead and board.” The whole thing was so weird and awkward. As we walked down the jetway to board, I asked, “What was that about?”


Dada shook his head. “Never mind. Just ignorance, that’s all. Forget about it.” He smiled and winked at me, but something about his eyes told me he wasn’t brushing it off as easily as he asked me to.


Heavy raindrops were beating against the airplane window as we buckled our seat belts. Dada let TJ and me sit together in the two comfy leather seats in the second row of the cabin. He sat in the aisle seat directly across from us. This was a very different flight from the one I had been on earlier in the summer. The seats were way wider, and I actually had room to stretch my long legs. Dada fell asleep as soon as he sat down. TJ was quiet and kept fiddling with a guitar pick, rolling it from finger to finger.


“Wasn’t it kind of embarrassing being stopped at the gate like that in front of everybody?”


“Yeah, but I think she wound up more embarrassed than we did.”


“Why?”


“Because, she just assumed we didn’t belong in first class because . . . well, you know.”


Yeah, I guess I did know, but it wasn’t something I wanted to talk about or think about. I started checking all the gadgets on the armrests. A thing to turn on the lights, a button to call the flight attendant, USB ports to charge your phone, and a little tray you could slide out to hold a cup. I couldn’t help but notice TJ kept fidgeting with the guitar pick. I nudged him, “Are you nervous about the screen test?”


“No.”


“About flying in the rain?”


“Uh-uh.”


“Really? I am. How could you not be?”


He shrugged. “People fly in the rain all the time. Once we get above the clouds, it’ll be a smooth trip. I’ve taken this flight before.”


I gulped as the engines revved and the plane lurched forward and started picking up speed streaking down the runway. I wanted to reach for TJ’s hand, but then I’d disturb his fiddling with the guitar pick, so I clenched my fists and decided to keep talking to take my mind off my nerves.


I pulled the window shade down and turned to TJ. “I’m kind of nervous about the screen test. I’m like so not a fan of tests anyway. And now, we’re gonna be tested on a screen. You know, like on TV? It’s gonna be like awk-weird to the max, you know? Not like doing a play where there’s a separation between the audience and the cast. With TV, cameras can zoom in really close, and people can see your zits.”


He looked at me. “I don’t have any zits, do I?”


“No. No you don’t. I’m just saying . . . you know, it’s different, and I just can’t understand why you’re not nervous.”


“Well, it’s not like being on a TV sitcom is something I’ve always wanted. If I get on the show, cool. If not, I guess that’s cool, too, but . . .” He trailed off and didn’t speak for what seemed like the longest ten seconds ever, then he said, “I’m kinda hoping things go well with my dad and he wants me to move in with him though.”


“You mean for good and not go back home?” This was a shocker. When we were in New York, TJ and I had confessed that we like-liked each other. We’d promised to hang out a lot and maybe even become girlfriend and boyfriend down the road. Now, to find out he wanted to stay in California? It felt like a tiny crack was forming in my heart. Like a fault line that could signal an earthquake.


“I’d go back home maybe for visits,” he said, “but my mom is starting a new life, and I don’t want to be in the way.”


“Did she say you were in the way?”


“No, of course not. My mom is great. She loves me.”


“What about her fiancé?”


“Mitch? I don’t know. I think he wishes I weren’t there. He never says it. Not in words. But you know, I can kind of feel it when I’m around.” He lifted the guitar pick to his mouth and started gnawing on it, kind of like the way I chew my fingernails when I’m nervous. “My mom doesn’t want me to live with my dad though.”


“Because she’d miss you?”


TJ leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Yeah, that too. I don’t really want to talk about it, Mango. We’ll just see what happens.”


Seems like we both had things we didn’t want to talk about. I didn’t want to talk about why we were stopped before boarding the plane, and TJ didn’t want to talk about how his mother would feel about him moving away. I guess some things were just too tender to deal with for both of us.


I felt bad for TJ, and even though I didn’t want him to move away, I hoped his father would at least want him to stay. Although he’d cut the conversation short, it was a good distraction from my fears. I lifted the shade and looked out the window, and TJ was right: we were high above the clouds, and the sun was shining bright, reflecting on tufts of snowy white cotton balls below us.
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When we landed at LAX (that’s the code for Los Angeles International Airport; where the ‘X’ comes from, I have no idea), it was a long walk to the arrivals area. We each had one carry-on rolling suitcase, so we didn’t have to go to what’s called the luggage carousel. I giggled to myself when I heard that, because I imagined a carousel where you rode on suitcases instead of horses. Actually that could be kind of cool. There’d be small rolling bags for the little kids; for bigger kids there’d be larger suitcases, steamer trunks, and duffel bags, and you could choose whatever you’d like to ride on. I think I’d choose a steamer trunk, because it’d be fun to get inside and ride around and around.


When we reached the transportation area, there was a crowd of people waiting. In the midst of them we spotted a man with a long white beard and a white ponytail. He was wearing short pants and a shirt with palm trees on it. He kind of looked like Santa Claus on vacation. Vacay Santa was holding up a sign that said “Mango/TJ.” TJ and I looked at each other and smiled. “You think he’s here for us?”


TJ said, “Nah, there’s probably a lot of Mangoes out here in California.”


“Yeah, well, what’s the T and J for?”


Dada laughed and said, “Tall Jamaicans, of course!”


TJ laughed. I rolled my eyes. Dada was so silly with his corny jokes. He waved to the Vacay Santa, saying, “Hey there, we’re the ones you’re looking for.”


“Oh, so you’re the new stars?” He held his hand out to TJ and me and gave us both a really strong handshake. “Nice to meet you. My name’s Arthur Tablachefski, but everybody calls me Tabby. I’ve been assigned to be your driver during your stay here in L.A.”


Dada said, “Nice to meet you, Tabby. I’m Sidney Fuller; this is my daughter, Mango; and this young man here is TJ.”


“Great. How are you, young fella?”


“Um, I’m okay . . .” TJ kept looking around, “I thought my dad was gonna meet me here, but I guess he couldn’t make it.”


“Maybe he’ll meet us at the hotel.” Dada nodded reassuringly at TJ. “He’s probably waiting there now.”


“If that’s true, he’ll have a long wait,” Tabby said. “I’m supposed to take you all directly to the studio. You’ll probably be there for a few hours if things go the usual way. There’s a lot to cram in on this short visit. Come on, let’s see if we can beat some L.A. traffic.”


Tabby led us out of the airport to my first glimpse of L.A. sunshine. The light felt brighter than what I was used to. The buildings gleamed, reflecting the sun, and all at once I understood why Californians seemed to always wear sunglasses.


We waited outside under an overpass while Tabby went to fetch the vehicle. There were hundreds of people coming and going—kind of like in New York but different. Things didn’t feel as rushed here, but it still felt like people were anxious to get where they were going.


A white passenger van pulled up in front of us, and the door slid open. Tabby called out, “All aboard!” I have to admit, I was a little disappointed as we got in. I mean, I knew I wasn’t a star, but I thought we’d be riding in one of those big SUVs with the blacked-out windows like Gabriel Faust rode around in. Guess you had to be a bigger star to rate one of those.


We arrived at the entrance gate to Chrysalis Studios, one of the few actually located in Hollywood, according to Tabby. The guard waved us through, and Tabby drove us straight to the entrance of Stage 13, and who should be standing there waiting but the man who could possibly become our new manager (if things worked out), Maxwell Paige. As we climbed out of the van, Maxwell Paige’s lean brown face broke into a big grin. “Welcome! How was your trip?”


“It was nice, Mr. Paige,” I said.


“Max. Call me Max. I insist. All my favorite clients do.”


I wasn’t sure how we came to be his favorites so fast since we hadn’t done anything or actually signed with him yet. Maybe that’s the way people related to each other in Hollywood. You know, “Love ya, babe!” “You’re the best!” “You’re gonna be a star!”


TJ and I nodded. “Okay, Max.”


Max turned to Dada and thanked him for chaperoning us, then said he wanted to show us the soundstage where we would be doing the screen test in the morning, “And I’d like to introduce you to the creator and executive producer of the show.”


“Now?” I said. “Shouldn’t we go to the hotel and shower and change first?” I was wearing shorts, a Stranger Things T-shirt, and my favorite orange hoodie, which was a little frayed around the sleeves but I loved because it was so comfy.


“That won’t be necessary,” Max said. “You see, I have a master plan. I want the powers-that-be to see you two as regular, everyday kids, because that’s exactly what they’re looking for. Trust me, I got you!”


I looked from TJ to Dada and back to Max and shrugged. “Okay, if they won’t mind my travel stink, let’s go.”


As we headed into the soundstage, TJ leaned close and said, “If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve taken a shower this morning.”


I leaned away from him. “Eww! TMI!” We laughed.
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Soundstages are HUGE!!! This one was the size of maybe two or three airplane hangars. My eyes popped open when I saw how incredibly vast it was and how incredibly small it made me feel. I just stood in one place with my eyes wide and my mouth hanging open as I turned round and round, taking it all in.


There were several sets all around us. The interior of a bank, a gym, a bedroom, a living room, a home office, a two-car garage, and a backyard with—I couldn’t believe my eyes—a swimming pool! On another side of the soundstage was a high-tech laboratory next to what looked like the surface of an uninhabited planet surrounded by a giant green screen. On one side of the planet was half a huge spaceship that looked like it had crashed into some boulders! High above there were grids of catwalks where lights were hung and poles with hanging backdrops that were painted to look like real streets. My eyes met TJ’s, and his eyes were bugged out, too.


Max said, “This is the set for a film that was just completed. They’re going to use it for your screen test before it’s torn down.”


“They tearing this down?” Dada said. “We could move in here and pay rent. It looks so real!”


“Movie magic, Mr. Fuller.”


“Look bruddah, if the kids can call you Max, you can surely call me Sid, yes?”


Max smiled and nodded, and they bumped fists. “Sid it is.”


From far across the soundstage we heard “Hey there! Hi! Sorry I’m late.”


A girl was running at top speed toward us. She came to a stop and took a moment to catch her breath. She was the same height as TJ, wearing blue camouflage cargo shorts, a green Chrysalis Studios sweatshirt, red sneakers, and horn-rimmed glasses (the kind that have a thick frame on top but metal wire along the bottom). Her hair was cut in a high-top fade with blonde-tipped twists at the tips. She was the same coffee-brown as Dada and I were, and she had a bright white smile with a gap in her two front teeth. It was a very friendly, likable, and smart face.


My first thought was that she was another actor who was going to play a kid on the show. Maybe she and I were there to test for the same part. Max held his hand out toward her. “I’d like to introduce you all to Dionne Harmony.” He turned to us. “These are the kids that are testing tomorrow. Mango Delight Fuller and TJ Gatt.”


Dionne smiled and held out her hand. “Hey, what’s good?”


I shook her hand. “Hi, Dionne. Are you doing a screen test, too?”


Max and Dionne looked at each other and chuckled. Dionne said, “I don’t have to do a test; I created the show. I’m the executive producer and show runner.”


“Show runner?” Dada said. “What’s that?”


Max chimed in. “It’s means she’s the boss.”


TJ and I spoke at the same time. “You?!”


Dionne snickered and nodded. “Yep. Me.”


“But you look like a kid yourself!” Dada held up his hand and said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it, but, well, you could be Mango’s teenage sister.”


“No worries, Mr. Fuller. I can’t help how my genes have favored me, but be assured, I am an adult. I’ve been writing and directing series TV for a few years now. Now, finally, I’ve got my own show.”


TJ said, “Wow! That’s crisp.”


“Super crispy!” I gushed. “What shows have you worked on?”


“Well, my last writing job was head writer on Cupcakers.”


I yelped and actually leapt off my feet. “Cupcakers? That’s my number one favorite show in the history of the world!” I couldn’t stop talking, my mouth was moving at warp speed, and I was making wild gestures with my hands, “OMGZ! Wait ’til I tell Izzy! This is too cool! You just don’t know how much I loved that show! Is that how you know Destiny Manaconda? Of course, it is! How could you work on that show and not know the star? Wow! Me and my friend . . . actually my ex-BFF, Brooklyn, we used to—”


TJ put a hand on my shoulder, “Mango.”


“Huh?”


“Reboot. You’re uber-fangirling right now.”


He was right. I was shaking and close to screaming and crying the way girls did in old Michael Jackson concert videos. This was not cool. I was grateful for TJ’s help putting on the brakes. “Oh no, I’m sorry, uh . . . note to self, embarrassing!”


Dionne laughed. “Please! No need to be embarrassed. Actually, it’s pretty rare for a behind-the-scenes person like me to get that kind of reaction. You made me feel like Destiny for a minute there. I appreciate it.”


Max said, “Should we head to your office, so you can talk to the kids?”


“No, that’s too stuffy. You know what? I just finished directing my first movie on this set. How about I show you around, and we can get to know one another while we tour?”


TJ and I nodded eagerly.


Max said, “I’m going to take Sid away to talk show business, and we can all meet up at the commissary for lunch.”


“Bet.” Dionne said. As she walked away, TJ and I followed. I stopped when Dada said, “Mango, this all right with you?”


“Of course, Dada.” I reached up and kissed his cheek. “I’ll see you at the commentary.”


Max said, “CommisSARY.”


“Oh yeah, that too!” I giggled, waved, and jogged to catch up with Dionne and TJ.


Dionne showed us around the set, telling us about her movie. “It’s a comedy about a teenage boy who finds out his parents are aliens from another planet who adopted him when he was an infant. He finds their spaceship, accidentally takes off, winds up on the planet his family came from, and has to start a new life where he is now the alien.”


I thought that was way crisp! TJ and I asked questions about the sets and cast, and before you knew it, we were just having a conversation about all kinds of things.


I was trying hard not to fangirl again, but when Dionne asked if we wanted to climb up on the spaceship set, I started jumping up and down and clapping. Even cool-as-ice TJ was psyched by this. We sat in the crew chairs on the spaceship and pretended to do a launch sequence and take off into space.


Dionne called us over to the garage set and explained that this is where we would do our screen test the next morning. “This is not the actual set we’ll use for the series, but it’s close enough.”


“The show is about a garage band, right?” TJ said.


“Yes, a garage band with Destiny, the lead singer, and a few of her friends backing her up. That’s where you come in if everything works out.”


“I’ve seen shows like that before,” I said. TJ gave me a look, and I realized that what I had just said could be taken as an insult, like saying Dionne’s idea wasn’t original.


Dionne smiled. “Not necessarily like this. You see, Destiny’s character sings, but she can also time-travel.”


“What? Like to the past?”


“To the past and to the future. The funny thing is, she can’t control it. She never knows when it’s going to happen. She feels a twitch in her eyes, and suddenly she’s in Salem, Massachusetts, about to be burned at the stake for being a witch, or in Paris, France, five hundred years in the future sky-surfing during a meteor shower!”


I gasped. This was so exciting! “Do her friends get to time-travel, too?”


“Not exactly, but they appear as different characters wherever she pops up. So you might be playing Cleopatra’s Egyptian handmaiden in one episode or a futuristic cyborg in another.”


I turned to TJ and involuntarily punched him in the arm. “I can’t even!”


“Ow, Mango!”


“Sorry, but isn’t this is amaz-tastic! I can’t wait!”


“Uh . . . we haven’t gotten the gig yet.”


“Oh yeah.” I looked at Dionne, who was watching us with a broad smile. “Would you mind if I got some footage of you two hanging out on the house set?”


I looked at TJ, and we both shrugged and nodded yes.


Dionne took out her phone and started filming. “Just hang out like you’re at home. Explore the set.”


TJ and I giggled as we walked around the “kitchen.” Opening cabinets and the fridge, commenting on what we saw. Making up stuff as we went along. Pretending to make breakfast with the fake eggs and super realistic bacon. It was so much fun.


When we were exploring the garage, I noticed a couple of bikes hanging on the wall. I turned to Dionne. “Are those bikes real? Can we ride them, Dionne?”


“Yeah. This place is huge; ride around if you want.”


“Okay!” We lifted the bikes down and took off all around the soundstage. We rode around the perimeter, which was about a half mile or more. Riding across the planet set was bumpy but fun. We zipped in and out of the machines in the lab and raced down streets. Heading back to the house, I called out, “Last one in the backyard is a cow pie!”


The race was on. I took off and quickly pulled ahead of TJ. I was sure I was going to win. Pedaling as fast as I could, I turned back and stuck out my tongue. “Nice try, cow pie!”


TJ yelled, “Mango, look out!”


I turned to look ahead, and before I could stop, SPLASH! My bike and I were in the pool! Luckily, it was a movie pool, so the water was only about three feet deep. TJ and Dionne rushed up, asking if I was all right. I stood up, completely drenched from head to toe, and I couldn’t help it, I started laughing. Then TJ started laughing. I splashed water on him and was completely surprised when he jumped into the water and started a splash war. It was the most fun I’d had in my entire life!


We noticed Dionne still filming us with her phone and laughing, too. She said, “I think it’s about time we headed to the commissary.”


“Like this? We’re drenched!”


“It just so happens,” Dionne said, coming toward us with a big grin, “this is a movie studio, and we have a wardrobe department with over a hundred thousand costumes. I’m sure we can find something you can borrow.”


TJ and I gave each other high-fives and climbed out of the pool. As we headed toward the soundstage exit, leaving wet footprints across the floor, TJ and I peppered Dionne with questions. “Do you think I could wear a genie costume?”


“Do you have like a knight’s armor that could fit me?”


“Oh! What about one of those Marie Antoinette dresses with the really high wigs?”


“What about a gladiator?”


“Oooh, yeah, I wanna be a gladiator, too!”


Dionne laughed, walking backward while still filming us as we headed to the wardrobe department.


When we arrived at the commissary (that’s movie studio for lunchroom), TJ and I were both dressed like gunslingers from the Old West, complete with cowboy hats, boots, and chaps. Dada and Max laughed at us, but we fit in just fine. There were lots of people in costume all around us having lunch. Dada and Max were more out of place than we were.


When Tabby arrived to take Dada and me to our hotel and TJ to his dad’s house, Max gave us our screen test scenes. “Study hard and work on memorizing your lines this afternoon. We can go over the scenes at the dinner party tonight.”


“Dinner party?”


“Where?”


“With whom?”


“Oh, didn’t my assistant email you?”


I didn’t know. I was having so much fun, I hadn’t checked my phone for hours. When I checked, it was still on airplane mode. Max went on, “Destiny is throwing a dinner party at her home to welcome you to Los Angeles tonight. I thought you knew.”


A grin stretched my lips to the far sides of my face. Imagine, arriving in Hollywood, playing in a pool on the soundstage, better and better!
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My first day in Hollywood was full of firsts: entering a ginormous soundstage for the first time, meeting an African American woman writer/director/producer, hearing what the TV show was about and how cool it was, falling into a three-foot-deep fake swimming pool and having a splash war, getting to wear a full-on authentic Wild West movie costume. Still, there was another first waiting just outside the door of the commissary.


Under the electric blue sky with the dazzling Hollywood sunshine, TJ shouted, “Dad!” He rushed over to the curb where two men were waiting next to a black Tesla parked in front of Tabby’s van. I wasn’t sure which of the men TJ was referring to, but when he embraced the taller, darker- complexioned man, I knew that was his dad. I saw they had the exact same face, except the dad was much darker than TJ and his eyes were brown, instead of TJ’s kiwi green.


They hugged for a long time, and I wasn’t sure, but I thought I saw TJ swiftly wipe a tear from his eyes when they let go. TJ turned to the guy next to his dad, and they did a quick, sort of back-slapping, friendly hug, then TJ waved Dada and me over. “This is Mango and her dad, Mr. Sid. This is my dad, Malachi, and his husband, Ezra.” Ezra was shorter than TJ’s dad, but they shared the same complexion. His hair was cut short and his eyes, nose, and lips were more pronounced.


Okay . . . outside time continued to move right along as usual with introductions, handshakes, and stuff. TJ’s dad, Mr. Malachi, talked about how much TJ had spoken about me and how happy he was to finally meet me. All through these usual pleasantries, my inside time was a tad out of sync. I didn’t know TJ’s father was married to another man! Why hadn’t he told me? Then again, why should he have told me? Was it a big deal? I wasn’t sure, but something about it felt kind of like a big deal to me. We all said our goodbyes and how much we looked forward meeting again at Destiny’s dinner party later that evening.


As Dada and I got into the van, I noticed TJ get into the front seat of the Tesla with his father. His expression was so full of smiles and warmth. They were obviously very close. No wonder TJ was hoping to move to California.


As we headed for the hotel, Dada told me about his meeting with Max. “This is quite an opportunity, Mango. If you get this part, your weekly pay per episode will be more than your mother and I earn in a month combined and then some. We’ll have to sign a three-year contract with what they call ‘options.’ You would have to live in Los Angeles for a good nine months of the year while shooting the series.”


“What about school? Would I go to a new school here?”


“Not while you’re working. You’d have a tutor and take classes on the set while the show was in production. It’d practically be a whole new life for you . . . for all of us.”


“Would you and Mom and Jasper move here?”


Dada sighed and shrugged. “I don’t know, Mango-gal. That’s something I’d have to talk over with Margie. Would that be to your liking?”


I shrugged. “This morning, I wasn’t really worried about getting this job. I mean, I thought it would be fun to see Hollywood, but mostly I wanted to get back home and start school with my friends . . .”


“And now?”


I looked out the window as we sped by palm trees with the mountains in the far distance. “I don’t know. It’s been such a fun day. Dionne is really cool, and her idea for the show is so fun and exciting. I guess now I kind of want to do it really bad.”


“Well, Mango-gal, all you can do is do your best. We’ll put a pin in the rest of it until we have to decide one way or the other.”


“Okay, Dada.” I pulled the screen test scenes out of my back pocket where I had stashed them. “Guess I’d better start working on these.”


As I was unfolding the scenes, I almost asked Dada what he thought about TJ having two dads, but I decided not to. Dada didn’t seem surprised or taken aback or anything, which was cool. Besides, I thought I ought to talk to TJ about it first. I didn’t want to feel like I was talking about him or his dads behind their backs.


With L.A. traffic, the hotel was about an hour away from the studio in a place called “the Valley.” Tabby said, “The Valley Arms is a pretty nice place. Comfortable rooms with kitchenettes. Most of the families who bring their kids out here for pilot season stay there.”


Dada said, “Pilot season? What’s that?”


“Oh, that’s when all the studios produce one episode of a show they think has potential—usually the first episode. They film it, then decide if they’re going to pick it up for a series. Mostly it happens around this time of the year. The parents who have kids who want to be actors and who are talented bring them out to Hollywood to audition. Some get a series or a commercial or a one-off role. Most don’t, but they come back each year, like geese flying north for the spring.”


“Are lots of kids around my age staying there?” I asked.


“Your age, younger, older, a whole mishmash of wannabe superstars. I get to drive some of ’em back and forth, day in and day out. You know Destiny Manaconda? I drove her and her family back and forth for a few years before she hit it big the third year they came out for pilot season. At least ten years ago, I think. She was just a little bitty thing the first time I laid eyes on her. About six years old, quiet and shy. But look at her now, huh!”


So Destiny started auditioning for pilots about ten years ago, when I was two years old. I wondered how many trips I’d have to make to get on a show. No. I decided this would be it for me. If I didn’t get cast in this show, I’d just go back to my normal life, hanging with Izzy and the rest of the drama- nerds at Trueheart Middle School. But then I looked down at my scenes, thinking about the fun day I’d had so far. To be honest, I wanted to pass this screen test and get this job. The more I admitted it to myself that I wanted it, the more the mango pit in my stomach that grows heavy when I’m nervous or anxious started to grow. My fingernails began to tingle. I wanted to chew on them, but I knew Dada would give me “the look” if I did and say, Mango-gal, that’s a nasty habit to get into. Move ya fingers from your mouth before I have to dip them in Scotch Bonnet pepper sauce.


The people at the front desk of the Valley Arms were all ready for us and showed us to our room right away. It was nice and smelled like a lot of cleaning products—which I’m sure Mom would’ve appreciated. There was a small living room that had a flat-screen television and a balcony that looked out over the pool. There were lots of kids swimming and splashing and hanging out by the water. The kitchen was tiny but clean. There were two bedrooms, and each had a queen bed, a dresser with a mirror, and a good-size closet. The one bathroom was on the small side, with bright pink tiles from floor to ceiling, pink flamingos on the shower curtain, and was loaded with towels, soaps, shampoos, lotions, and a handheld hair dryer.


After checking the place out, I plopped down on the bed in my room, the one that overlooked the pool, and curled into a ball, holding my stomach. Dada came into the room with my suitcase. He sat at my bedside. “Mango-gal, what-a-gwan?”


“Nothing.”


“Nothing? Me know it’s somethin’ when you ball up like a Mongolian soy curl. Now tell Dada. Are you just tired from the trip?”


“Yes, that too.”


“What else?”


“I really want to pass the screen test and get the part, but the more I want it, the more my stomach hurts.”


“Why so?”


“Because, if I don’t get it, I’ll be so disappointed, and if I do get it, it might mean a major upset for our whole family.”


“Mango-gal, no need to worry your mind so.”


“But I am worried.”


“Me muma used to say, ‘Worryin’ is like waterin’ a field of yam when ya don’t even have the seed.’ ”


I smiled, even though I wasn’t sure what it meant. I just liked it when Dada pulled out these obscure sayings with the thickest parts of his Jamaican accent. Still, even without yams, the mango pit in my stomach was getting heavier by the second.


“Tell you what,” Dada said, “you’ve got a lot of preparation to do, but you won’t be able to do your best unless you’re relaxed. So let’s put on our bathing suits and spend an hour or so at that pool they got out there.”


As soon as Dada said that, I started feeling a little better. Dada went to his room, and I opened my suitcase and pulled out my favorite, a blue crop-top bikini. But where was my swim cap? I couldn’t find it. I yelled across the hall, “Dada, I can’t find my swim cap!”


“That’s okay.”


“No, it’s not! I can’t get my hair wet. Mom would kill me if I didn’t wear a swim cap.”
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