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PRAISE FORSit, Cinderella, Sit








“Out of work in her forties, Lisa Cheek accepted a job offer that took her to China. Familiar work, but made seemingly impossible because Cheek spoke no Chinese. Nevertheless, she set out on what became an adventure into herself. It is a great story, a triumphant story well told, with the added bonus of two darling dogs that help along the way.”


—Abigail Thomas, New York Times best-selling author of A Three Dog Life: A Memoir







“Cheek takes us on a delightful and charming journey through an almost hidden part of the world. Sit, Cinderella, Sit has a bit of everything that you will want to read again and again.”


—Christy Warren, author of Flash Point






“Here is a fresh voice, a wise old soul with a bouncy young attitude and the golden gift of capturing the bright shards of life . . . an unimaginable adventure filled with all the pain and joy of a complete life . . .”


—Christopher Vogler, author of The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers






“What an adventure! Lisa Cheek gives us a raw and heartfelt story any dog lover will relate to. Travel, dogs, and a peek into the unglamorous side of Hollywood by way of China—what more could a reader want?”


—Teresa J. Rhyne, New York Times best-selling author of The Dog Lived (and So Will I) and Poppy in the Wild






“Sit, Cinderella, Sit is vivid, enticing, and heartfelt. I was right there with her minute by (often) uncomfortable and (very often) poignant minute.”


—Patti Eddington, author of The Girl with Three Birthdays






“Lisa Cheek’s can’t-put-it-down memoir seems so blithely written, it feels like you’re dishing about life with your best friend. All of a sudden, you realize you’re smitten with the story and have been touched by its sweetness. Transfixed and transformed, I found magic on every page of this thoroughly delightful modern-day fairy tale.”


—Debra Landwehr Engle, author of The Only Little Prayer You Need






“Refreshingly candid and insightful, Sit, Cinderella, Sit is an entertaining memoir of one woman’s international journey in search of authentic love—for herself, for humanity, and for those powerful teachers we call dogs.”


—Michael Konik, author of Ella in Europe: An American Dog’s International Adventure






“With tenderness, wit, and curiosity, Lisa Cheek takes you on an eye-popping adventure that proves it’s never too late to find your true place in the world.”


—Rona Maynard, author of Starter Dog: My Path to Joy, Belonging and Loving This World
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For woman’s best friend









“Life itself is the most wonderful fairy tale.”


—HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN









Once upon a time . . .


in the land of bright lights and glitz and glamour . . .


No!


Wait!


This isn’t a fairy tale!


It’s my life.
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IT WAS A DAY JUST LIKE ANY OTHER.


Bright morning sunshine streamed through the shutters in my treetop bedroom, bringing the start of another stunning Southern California day. Out from under the sheets popped a strawberry blond with white whiskers and fluffy pricked ears. Long, thin wisps of champagne-colored hair infused with a strand of licorice dangled from the tips of his ears, catching the sparkling sunlight. This must be how angels look—a rescued one, without a care in the world.


He gave a big yawn as he stretched his two front legs while staring at me with his soulful, big brown eyes.


“Good morning, Ron Howard. I take it you slept well. No bad dreams.”


He had thick Pomeranian hair on a cairn terrier body, with a face that reminded me, and everyone he met, of their favorite teddy bear. He extended his neck toward the headboard, performing his morning stretch routine, his legs reaching toward the ceiling, looking like Winnie-the-Pooh—minus the too-small red T-shirt and pot of honey stuck on his head.


“I slept quite well. Thank you for asking,” I informed him.


Ron Howard was my best friend and we’d had this morning ritual for five years now. A furry guru, he modeled for me the importance of warming up before facing the uncertainty of the day. As he moved, I moved—mirroring his routine.


During our first year together, Ron had his own bed on the floor. Being single, I felt it was important to keep the other side available for the man of my dreams. But a year came and went and no man appeared, so I invited my little guy into my bed and he’d been there ever since.


“A few more minutes and we gotta get our walk on.”


He nuzzled his black button nose into my shoulder. Smart and intuitive, he understood I needed a few extra minutes to ponder what our day would be like. Mornings were my golden hour. Not only did I get to dream about what the day might bring us, I got to spend all of it with him.


Since he came to live with me, my life had changed considerably. People actually spoke to me. They wanted to meet Ron, stopping us on the street, sometimes driving by in a car, enthusiastically inquiring, “What kind of dog?” Some even stopped to take pictures, asking where I got him.


“He’s a pound dog. A seventeen-pound dog,” I’d tell them. Then they wanted to know which pound he came from. All ending our conversation with, “He’s just so beautiful.”


Before Ron, I would have passed by the strangers and said nothing. Now they wanted to meet him. It was like traveling with a celebrity. It was quite the honor being escorted everywhere by such a head-turner. The exchanges I had, however brief, had not only improved my social skills but, in a weird way, made me feel seen in the world. (Granted, no one asked about me—only Ron—but it taught me that everything wasn’t always about me.)


I slipped my feet into woolly slippers and headed to the bathroom, where I washed my face and lathered on SPF 40 sunscreen. Ron stumbled over a couple of pillows before he jumped off the bed while I walked into my mini walk-in closet and reached for my favorite Cath Kidston dress. I liked the way it made me feel—pretty and feminine. The way it skimmed my torso and flared out, it was the perfect everyday dress, falling just below the knees, giving the illusion I was ten pounds thinner.


I chose the navy-blue suede ballet slippers because they looked chic—the ideal shoe for walking around the neighborhood.


Ron patiently waited downstairs next to my tall shabby-chic Buddha statue until I arrived, and then, with a bounce in his step, led the way out the door.


This was his neighborhood. The only things that could break his stride were the German shepherds that lived on our block. Double his size, they’d bring out the worst in him, causing him to bark, yelp, and strain at his collar. This was the only time Ron ever lost his cool, but this morning there had been no sightings.


Jacaranda trees lined the street.


Soft purple blossoms carpeted the sidewalks and front lawns.


In the distance, I spotted Mavis, texting while walking. Sugar Ray, her eight-pound Maltese, followed. Sugar Ray was a senior dog when Mavis adopted him—ten, I think. She said he was a purebred, that he came with papers, but I never saw them. His original name was just Sugar, but Mavis added Ray to butch him up a little. Sugar Ray reminded me of Pig-Pen with his own cloud of dust that followed everywhere he went.


“Happy Friday!” Mavis shouted in her Kathleen Turner voice.


Mavis knew everything about everyone in our four-block radius. I nicknamed her The Mayor of 17th Street.


“So what are you up to today?” Mavis asked.


“It’s been slow at the office. I’m hoping for a half day, to start the weekend early. You?”


Mavis’s phone dinged. She looked down and frowned. “I’ve just picked up an assignment for the LA Times,” she announced, never looking up, texting with the dexterity of a teenager.


A young man in well-worn jeans two sizes too big for him and a Dodgers baseball cap squatted down next to Sugar Ray and petted him under his chin. He looked up at Mavis.


“John, these are my friends Lisa and Ron Howard. Where are you off to this morning?”


“To get bagels. Want one?”


“I’m good, thanks.” Mavis continued texting a short manifesto.


“Nice to meet you,” John said with a grin before he walked toward the Boulevard.


Whoosh went Mavis’s phone before she looked up.


“He’s cute. I’ve never seen him around the neighborhood before.”


“Just don’t let him know where you live,” she whispered.


“Why? He seems like such a sweet guy.”


“He is and I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, but . . . he just got out of prison.”


“Prison?”


“Prison. Did five years upstate for burglary.” She nodded, looking off toward the Boulevard. “Don’t tell him where you live.”


I wonder if he’s single.
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“BON APPÉTIT.” I SERVED RON DUCK AND POTATO FROM A CAN before I sat down at the table next to his bowl, my own bowl of granola sprinkled with organic blueberries.


A few minutes later, I raced upstairs, brushed my teeth, sprayed on my favorite scent, Eternal Optimist, and ran back downstairs for the five-block walk to work with Ron.


At the corner of the Boulevard, while we waited for the light to change, a red Honda hatchback whizzed by—its windows down—blaring Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” as it ran the yellow light. A young man in Converse high-tops juggled five coffees and a large bag overflowing with pastries and breakfast sandwiches.


“No,” I said as Ron pulled me toward the scent of pastries. “NO.” Ron was quite the foodie.


The light for the oncoming traffic turned green, but Ron kept tugging until Mr. High-Tops dropped out of view.


“He wanted that guy’s breakfast and wasn’t gonna take no for an answer,” chuckled Shirley. Sitting lotus position in her usual table at my favorite coffee shop, my eighty-year-old neighbor had a bird’s-eye view of my latest Ron encounter. “You poor starving baby.” She handed him a bit of her bran muffin. He gobbled it up and then licked her fingers clean.


“May I leave him with you while I pick up my coffee?”


“Sure. You’re such a good boy,” she said, speaking to him in a squeaky, high-pitched baby voice.


Inside, I inhaled the smell of freshly ground coffee beans while the sound of the frother enveloped me. For me, coffee was a necessary luxury. It was how I spoiled myself. Between the anticipation, the event, and the enjoyment, it was life at its finest. Coffee was the most important ritual of the day. It was like prayer. It brought me back to life each morning. Got the juices flowing. Made me take a second, third, and fourth look at things. I felt like I could do anything after a really good cup of coffee. And it needed to be that—A REALLY GOOD cup of coffee. I wouldn’t drink that watered-down, bitter-with-an-aftertaste, room-temperature dribble that some called a cup of joe.


“I’ll have a tall, half-caf, almond milk, extra-hot latte, please,” I said to a green-haired barista I didn’t recognize.


“No need!” The squeak of the swinging kitchen doors announced Shane, light hair with that day-old sexy stubble and the flawless orthodontist-perfected smile, as he pushed his way through the hectic counter.


“Your usual is ready. I saw you two crossing the street and Ron looked hungry, so I put a little something in the bag next to your coffee for him, too.”


“You just made his day.”


I thanked Shirley and took Ron’s leash. We walked a few more blocks south until we reached a long and narrow building. Decades ago, it had been a train depot. Railroad tracks still ran through the parking lot. I released Ron’s harness. He ran through the door, across the entryway, and behind the mahogany desk in the reception area.


“Good morning, Ron Howard.”


Up from behind the desk appeared Blue . . . with Ron cradled in his arms.


Six foot five with dirty-blond dreadlocks halfway down his chest, he whistled The Andy Griffith Show’s theme song. Ron’s head tilted back as he sighed, Blue’s dreadlocks grazing his tummy. When Blue finished the closing chorus, he looked over at me. His aquamarine eyes—normally sparkling and clear—were bleary and bloodshot.


“Morning, Lisa.”


He took the seat behind the hefty desk, continuing to hold Ron in one arm while he pushed a button on the switchboard below.


The company I worked for, Jump Cuts, was an “offline editing house,” as they called it in the business. The way it worked was the script was written by the ad agency and sold to their client. Then a director was brought on board. He brought his production crew, consisting of five hundred people, from casting director to production designer. The whole film was shot in a day to a week.


Once shooting was wrapped, the footage was delivered to me in the form of “dailies,” where I selected the best takes and crafted the story. The director was already off making bank at his next commercial while I was the one left to deliver the finished spot to make the client happy.


There’s a famous saying, “We’ll fix it in post.” It’s the one editors never want to hear. It means that we have a problem that should have been solved in production. Sometimes elements needed to tell the story were missing. Sometimes scenes that should have been filmed were not. Often special effect shots were not executed well—if at all.


All this to say it was my job to make it all work and deliver no matter what I was given. The pressure was on. The last person standing, I was responsible for color correction, music selection—mixed with a voice-over—and then sending it to a distribution house to be seen on a television near you.


“This is Blue. How may I help you? Please hold while I transfer you.” He punched a few buttons and looked back at me. “All clear.”


“How was your gig last night?”


“We didn’t go on until one, so I’m going to need to take a nap. I checked the schedule. All the other edit bays are booked with our biggest client, Toy Couture, so I scheduled your office for my lunch hour.” He held up his index finger. “Good morning. Jump Cuts. Please hold.” He turned back to me. “Ron and I are dognapping your office.”


“Great! Just what I needed. Nappers.”


The building was cold and dark, which for an editing house was a good thing. The chill allowed the editing equipment to stay cool and not overheat, and the lack of windows not only kept the place cool but allowed the edit rooms to remain dark for optimal viewing. The atrium was furnished with brown leather couches and chairs, plenty of space for our clients, ad agencies, and directors to set up a virtual office. A vast skylight filled the center of the atrium, allowing it to be the one bright spot in the building.


I entered my edit bay, tossed the empty coffee cup into the trash can, and checked my messages. No flashing lights—not a job on the horizon. I left the room and headed up the open staircase that led to the second story of the atrium where the dining room, play area, and management offices were housed.


Our kitchen connected to an expansive playroom—a haven where clients could hang when they were not clustered in a dark edit cave. It consisted of a pool table that had once belonged to AC/DC, an acrylic foosball table, pinball machines, and vintage vending machines serving soda pop, snacks, and candy. No quarters needed. Everything was free.


Adjacent to the play area, on the island in the center of the kitchen, a colorful basket overflowed with blueberry, chocolate, and bran muffins. A large white bowl glistened with organic mixed berries and stacked on a separate platter, bear claws, glazed donuts, and banana nut bread. Apples, pears, and oranges, all arranged to perfection in another basket, were available for a grab-and-go kind of breakfast.


BAM! A tennis ball reverberated with a loud thud on the wall downstairs.


“Go get it, boy,” Gary shouted from below.


I leaned over the open railing that encased the second floor and spotted Ron trotting back to Gary with a tennis ball in his mouth, his head held high.


“Good boy,” Gary praised him.


BAM!


Tall, tanned, with thick, curly black hair, Gary was the owner of Jump Cuts. After he surfed in the mornings, he arrived in his signature racing-red Ferrari, sporting a freshly pressed white button-down with a pair of shorts, wearing the latest “must-have” sneakers and sunglasses nobody could afford.


I sauntered back into the kitchen where Stella, our craft services person, was busy wiping down the De’Longhi espresso machine Gary had brought back from a monthlong cooking holiday in Florence where he’d honeymooned with his third wife.


Stella’s job was to keep the kitchen clean and stocked with expensive food. Decadence: the ultimate enticement in advertising to keep the clients happy and coming back. Stella had recently moved to Los Angeles to pursue her dream of designing costumes for Katy Perry. How she thought this craft services job in a dark editing house was a stepping stone to getting her there, I’d never know, but she had definitely perfected the art of a great latte. She wore crazy aprons that she’d designed and made. That particular day she was sporting a frilly bib with bows and ribbons sewn in a pattern of ice cream sodas and banana splits. Rhinestones and sequins trimmed the edges, making her sparkle as she spun around the kitchen.


“When you have a moment, would you make my usual?”


“Sure!” She wiped her hands on her apron and asked, “Watcha working on today?”


“Nothing. You?”


“Crazy busy. Final approvals with Toy Couture, so lots of people coming in,” she said as she packed the espresso grounds tight before twisting the basket into the machine, locking it in. “We’re ordering from your favorite place for lunch today.” She whipped out the almond milk, made a half turn, and shut the door with her foot. “Oh, look who’s here!” She gushed as she knelt to rub both her hands all over Ron’s face, giving his ears an extra pat. “You are such a cute boy.” His tail wagged like a windshield wiper in a rainstorm.


Salespeople, heads of divisions, and other muckety-mucks from Toy Couture paraded up the staircase and perused the counter of breakfast delights, cutting muffins in quarters, leaving dirty stirrers, empty sweetener packs, and coffee rings everywhere.


Pigs. All of them.


I stood against the kitchen wall, appalled, watching the Toy-ettes make a mess. I was overwhelmed with the urge to escape. On my flee downstairs, I followed Priscilla, the most senior producer, who was sashaying down the steps in her high-heeled designer pumps with white bell-bottoms. A neon-green headband stretched her shoulder-length bleached blond hair away from her surgically lifted face. As her heels hit ground, she clickety-clacked left and I made a sharp right into my edit bay.


Behind the tinted glass door to my office, I was ecstatic to be away from the craziness, safe in my little oasis where no one could see me stretched out on my sofa, reading a memoir someone had left behind.


Edit bays were dark, cozy places, and Ron was only too happy to snuggle beside me. He rested his head on my stomach and looked up at me as if I were about to read him a bedtime story. I had finally landed in my sanctuary.


“Hey, Lisa!” Blue boisterously strode in. “Lucky me! I got some extra minutes on my midmorning break to catch some additional z’s!” He threw a blanket on the old chaise lounge tucked into the corner of my office. “Oh, and Gary wants to see you this afternoon before you leave.”


Great. Just great.
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SIX MONTHS EARLIER, GARY AND I HAD GOTTEN IN A HUGE fight when I’d lost Toyota, my number one client. He wanted me to replace Toyota with Toy Couture.


My unwavering position: No, hell no. Advertising to children is wrong. Sets them up to fail. Their tiny minds have yet to develop. I’ve been a child and I remember watching television on Saturday mornings and needing Toy Couture’s latest Bittie Kitties to add to my collection. I wanted everything. Hell, I still do. I’m sure it’s hard enough being a parent today without being bombarded by your child needing Hollywood Hair Barbie or Malibu Beach Barbie.


Ron and I moved out into the atrium, sat on the stadium-size sofa, and flipped through the trade magazines. Advertising Age, the Hollywood Reporter, Variety, and Adweek. It was all names and photos of people I didn’t know, about new jobs they had accepted, and advertising campaigns they had collaborated on. I picked up another magazine and glanced through—more happy people working in their high-paying, successful jobs.


Mark, our humorless but diligent office manager, filled the empty pen boxes and placed new notepads on end tables.


Next to the pen box sat a small canister of dog treats. I took a few, marked the floor with a small X made from duct tape, showed it to Ron by touching it with my foot, then instructed Ron to go to his mark. He padded over, stood on the X, and waited until I pointed my index finger down toward the floor. He sat tall and waited for his next cue.


“Good boy,” I told him, followed by a couple of treats.


Then I took my hand, palm down, and motioned it toward the floor. Ron followed and lay down. I made a circle with my index finger and he rolled over. Placing my index finger by my ear and wiggling it, I said, “Speak,” and he barked. He even knew how to “touch product” if I placed a can of dog food beside him.


Ron was a “working dog” and, by that, I mean he made money in TV commercials. He paid the mortgage one month starring in a Pedigree commercial. He even had an agent—something I had been unable to obtain for myself. At a big event in Beverly Hills one night, I finally met the one agent in Hollywood who represented both commercial and feature editors. And when I told him who I was, he furrowed his brow while looking like he’d just smelled a rotten egg and said, “I hated the guy in your movie.”


“LA Weekly’s review spoke about how cleverly edited the movie was,” I told him, wondering what “hating the guy” had to do with me and my talents. “How often does a review ever talk about the editing?”


“Yeah,” he said as he rubbed his three-day-old chin stubble. “I just can’t get past the annoying guy.”


All my clients wanted Ron in their commercials, so we would practice his numerous tricks whenever we were waiting for changes from the client on our spots or waiting to get a job. These days we got a lot of practice in. I’d only had small jobs since Toyota left. I needed to land another big client, another car or a pharmaceutical account, but none of that was on the horizon. With ad agencies showing no interest in me, Jump Cuts had no need for me.


Maybe I have this all wrong. Maybe, just maybe, Gary landed that BMW job for me.


Or maybe he double-booked us? Maybe he got Ron a national commercial to star in that I would be editing!


After a half hour of anxiety and fantastical storytelling about where my job was headed, Gary returned from lunch, opened his office door, and motioned me in. I’d be put out of my misery at last.


“Thanks for stopping by, Lisa.” I sat on a sleek leather couch while he leaned back in his Herman Miller chair. “We didn’t get the BMW job. It went to some up-and-comer over at Slice and Dice.”


“Did they say why?”


He leaned forward. “Listen, you should be thrilled you lasted as long as you did. You lasted longer than most. And you’re a woman. You know it’s all about youth in advertising.”


Lasted longer than most. He made me sound like a loaf of bread. I loved advertising. It was the best job I’d ever had. Until . . . it didn’t love me back.


“Lisa, we knew this day was coming.”


“Yeah, I know. I just didn’t think it was gonna be today.”


The rumble of laughter and camaraderie grew louder downstairs—sports talk, cars, and motorcycles. All the other editors had received their Toy Couture approvals.


I had always been the only woman among a roster of men wherever I worked—where few were ever kind to me except when I was making them money. I was the number one biller for this company six out of the last seven years. I’d helped this man pay for his Bertram yacht, his second wife’s Malibu beach house, his son’s Harvard Law School education, and his third wife’s fourth and fifth rehab.


“We sure are gonna miss you, Ron,” Gary said as he rubbed him behind his ears. “Come on. Let’s play some ball.” Gary ran out of the office with Ron at his heels, his cross trainers squeaking all the way.


That squeaking! Like dragging nails across the chalkboard.


The building was now almost deserted—all the other editors had gone home to their wives and children, ready to enjoy what one did with their family on the weekend. The family life I never had. Most of the women who worked in that building were still single, yet every man was married and had a family. I’d given my life to this job, and for what? To be let go. To be told I was too old.


Stella wiped off the countertops, counting down the hours to fulfill her fifty-hour-a-week paycheck.


“Want to take some muffins or fruit home?” She handed me a brown paper bag.


Of course I did. I didn’t have a paycheck anymore.


I walked over to the vending machine, placed my bag under the tray, and pulled the lever for the Hot Tamales until I had emptied the slot. Then I moved over and unloaded every slot, filling my bag with candy. I was in Vegas and winning every hand.


I cleaned out the refrigerator, helped myself to two bottles of red wine, and then reinvestigated the muffins and fruit that Stella had so generously offered and dumped the entire plate into my bag, placing the empty plate into the sink because I wanted to leave Stella with a clean kitchen. It wasn’t her fault. She didn’t even know they had just let the old nag go. Opened the barn and sent her out to pasture.


I turned around, taking one last look at the place that had fed me for the past seven years. While Pac-Man devoured those never-ending glowing dots, wakawakawakawaka, and Elton John’s pinball machine clanged bells, I saddled Ron up and passed reception, where Blue flirted with Stella.


“Have a great weekend,” I said as I leveled out the heavy contents in my backpack for the walk home.


“You, too. Bye, Ron,” Blue said.


“See you Monday,” Stella shouted as the door slammed shut behind us.
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IT’S A FURRY FAIRY TAIL
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I’D TURNED FORTY-FIVE THAT YEAR, THE AGE THEY PUT YOU IN an old-folks home in the ad business. One is long in the tooth once she hits forty in Hollywood, and I was not only over forty, but I was also a woman cutting TV commercials. Like spotting an albino mountain gorilla riding a polar bear while eating a pineapple on a safari in the Serengeti—there just weren’t that many of us.


Sitting in a dark room, cutting television commercials was where I had a chance to show my clients what I thought.


How I saw their story.


The way I thought their story should be told.


And the most exciting part of it all . . .


I had only thirty seconds to convey a message.


To get your attention.


To get you to notice my thirty seconds.


Standing at my dining room table, in a townhouse I’d bought six years prior, I turned the backpack upside down, making it rain candy. Feeling like the most successful trick-or-treater returning home with the best haul, I sat down and ran my fingers through the pile of loot. There was enough to stuff my feelings down for the whole weekend and then some.
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. .. a great story, a triumphant story well told . . .”
—Abigail Thomas, New York Times best-selling
author of A Three Dog Life: A Memoir

A Mostly True Memoir










