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HOLLYWOOD DESTINY







1

Jack




“Are you serious?” Rage pulsed through my body. Months ago, I’d offered to pay for my aunt to go to rehab. She’d stormed out of my apartment and I hadn’t heard from her since. Until now. “You’ve now abandoned me twice because something I said triggered you. The first time, you left me to fend for my myself on the streets. The second time, you didn’t like me pointing out that you obviously have a spending problem and that’s why you’re homeless. And now you’re here, with your tail between your legs, and you expect me to believe you’re really going to stick around this time? Fuck you.” I clenched and unclenched my fists, staring her down and waiting for her to challenge anything I’d said.

She stared at the tiled floor, inhaling and exhaling deeply. Every so often, she’d scratched somewhere. She tried to be subtle about it, but it was clear that her skin was angry from the red blotches and angry-looking scabs all over her.

I probably should’ve felt bad for shouting at someone who was clearly in a bad way, but after everything she’d done, I was over giving her my sympathy. I’d tried to help her, despite my better judgment and her past behavior, and she’d thrown it in my face. And she wanted my help now? When it suited her? No. I was tired of wasting my time on people who asked for help but didn’t really want it. I didn’t have the energy for it. Heck, I could barely help myself. What right did I have to help other people?

Still looking away from me, my aunt scratched her arm. Then her other arm. Then her head. Oh my god, did she have lice? Or scabies?

“Sorry,” she said as she continued to scratch. “I’ll go.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

“You should really get your skin looked at,” I said. I’d had scabies. It was beyond gross. A parasite living under your skin and making you itch like hell? Shudder.

“I think I caught something,” she said.

“Looks like scabies,” I said, gesturing to a sore underneath a ripped piece of her sleeve. “Especially if you’re scratching that much.” I tried not to look uncomfortable, but scabies were contagious. We had to be careful she didn’t pass them on to me, or leave them lying on a surface where they could be transferred onto someone else. Please hold while I gag.

A tear fell down her cheek. She was trying to seem like she was fine, but it was taking all the energy she had. And it wasn’t working. She was more transparent than she realized. Had she always been like that, and I’d been too wrapped up in myself as a kid to notice? Or was she just so beaten down she couldn’t pretend anymore?

“Great.” She sighed. “As if I don’t have enough to worry about already.”

“I’ll see about getting you in at the doctor’s—”

“No! I can’t afford that!”

“We’ll sort it,” said Tate, coming down the stairs with her dog, Moxie, under her arms.

Her bright pink hair contrasted against the black iron staircase in my apartment. I was pretty sure she’d glow in the dark with that hair, but she liked it and that was what mattered. I could hardly judge; I’d almost dyed my hair purple.

My aunt met Tate’s eye.

“You can’t not get treatment,” said Tate. “It’ll only get worse and take longer to go away.”

“But it’s not that simple,” said my aunt.

“It is if you stop being so prideful and accept the offer of help,” said Tate.

Damn. Talk about being upfront. And to a stranger at that. I wasn’t sure what shocked me more: Tate being so blunt with someone she didn’t know, or someone talking to my aunt that way.

My aunt huffed. Conflict played across her face as her pride and desperation fought it out. “Fine,” she said through gritted teeth.


*


So that she didn’t pass the scabies on to me, or Astin when he got home from filming, I booked my aunt into a hotel that night. We mentioned the scabies and they said they’d take extra precautions when cleaning her room. They also appreciated that we had antibacterial spray and wipes to decontaminate surfaces ourselves.

A part of me expected my aunt to bail in the night. I wouldn’t have put it past her. But nope. She was there the next morning, with the glimmer of a smile on her face. I was pleased to know it was because of something I’d done.

I got her some new clothes so that she’d throw out the old, ragged ones she'd worn when she knocked on my door. She looked smarter, but the sores on her body were still visible. There were none on her face, but I knew from experience they were inevitable if she didn’t get treatment.

We had breakfast in her room, careful not to spread those evil little parasites. It helped that she was wearing long sleeves and pants, as that meant the bugs were less likely to transfer on to any surface she touched.

When we hopped onto the subway to travel to the walk-in clinic, she insisted on wearing gloves so that even more of her was covered. I respected how considerate she was for others, even if it looked overboard. She didn’t want anyone else to go through what she was.

Even better, it was really hard for her to scratch while wearing gloves. Her long nails couldn’t do any more damage because they couldn’t get through the thick fabric of her gloves, jeans, or sweater.

We arrived about half an hour later and were greeted by a snarky receptionist. When she saw how scruffy my aunt’s hair was, and how damaged the skin on her face was, she recoiled.

As she questioned us, she didn’t even try to hide her horror. She tried to disqualify my aunt from help because she didn’t have insurance, but money talks. Specifically, wads of cash waved in her face and the threat of legal action.

Since my aunt didn’t have an address, I insisted she used mine. Every time we got to a question she didn’t want to answer, she tried to use that as an excuse to leave, but somehow, I kept her in that chair and we finished the form. 

The doctor called us through not long after, a fake smile plastered on his too-smooth features. “How may I help you?”

I gestured to my aunt, but she’d frozen up. Her arms were wrapped around her chest, and her eyes darted around everywhere. She looked like an animal under threat.

“We think she has scabies,” I informed him.

He looked down his nose at me. I straightened up. He wasn’t going to intimidate me.

“And why do you think that?”

“The sores on her arms, and how itchy she is,” I said.

“There are lots of things that can cause that,” said the doctor.

“Yes, but I’ve also had them. I know what it looks like.”

Judging from his expression, he clearly thought I didn’t know what I was talking about. He walked over to my aunt, who was still curled into herself. “Can I take a look?”

She glanced at me. I gave her a reassuring nod. If this doctor couldn’t—or wouldn’t—help her, we’d see someone else.

“Your hand,” he said.

“My hand?” she said, jerking away.

“Yes. Sometimes you can see it on your hands.”

“Oh.” Shuffling toward him, she removed a glove and held out her hand.

He rotated it, assessing it from different angles. “I think you have scabies.”

Duh.

He let go of her hand, then went to his desk and picked up a prescription slip. “I’ll prescribe you some cream. Apply it all over—and I mean all over—and leave it on for twenty four hours.” He scribbled on the pad. “Do the same a week later.”

“Why a week later?” she asked.

“To make sure the cream has killed all of them.”

Ew.

He handed my aunt the prescription and ushered us out of the room. Well, he’d been a condescending ass, but at least he’d given us what we needed.

I insisted on getting the prescription straight away, since I knew she’d find every reason to put off filing it. So we picked it up on the way back to the hotel.

I waited for her to shower and apply the cream, because I didn’t trust her to actually do it. While she was weak mentally, her pride was still strong. I wouldn’t have put it past her to try to think her way out of having scabies. Because that would get rid of contagious parasites.

After a long shower, she emerged from her ensuite smelling like menthol.

She sniffed her arm and winced. “This is…strong.”

“But if it works,” I said from my spot by the window.

“I suppose.” She sighed, lowering her arm. “I feel so stupid. Who’d have thought I’d get scabies?”

I shrugged. “It could’ve happened to anyone. It’s more common than you think.”

She shuddered. “I just hate the thought of bugs crawling all over me. It’s horrible.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “That’s life on the streets.”

She sighed. “You give me hope. That there’s a way out.”

I smiled. I’d never thought of myself as giving someone hope before. “Thanks. I can’t really take the credit. I got out with a lot of help.”

Which was true—I wasn’t just saying that so that she knew it was fine to ask for help. I really wanted her to know I hadn’t gotten off the streets by being stubborn and doing everything myself. None of what I had could’ve happened had someone not given me a chance.


*


The scabies treatment was potent, but it worked. While she went through that, it gave us time to find her a rehab spot. We found one at a center on the outskirts of New York, in the countryside. They had an opening coming up, so I jumped on it, wanting to get her help as soon as possible.

I dropped her off after her second scabies treatment. Well, I went with her in a taxi since I didn’t drive. But the sentiment and the moral support were there. That was what mattered, right?

We got her some more new clothes, along with a suitcase to store everything in. She had less stuff than I’d ever seen her with, but I guess she’d had to downsize when she’d lost her house. She’d probably had a lot of things stolen while living on the streets, too.

It was still odd to me, this woman that I remembered so vividly as the villain from my nightmares, coming to me, asking me for help. She wasn’t big and scary anymore. Heck, she was barely bigger than me anymore.

She’d lost so much weight, and her shoulders were so slumped, she was barely recognizable.

Even her voice had changed—what had once been a booming, confident voice, was soft; barely louder than a whisper. She’d grown used to making herself invisible to protect herself.

Her ex had divorced her when she’d gotten them into financial debt from her spending addiction. The last time I’d seen her, I’d offered to help her get back on her feet…if she agreed to get help with her spending issues. Refusing to accept she had a problem, she’d stormed out. I didn’t think I’d ever hear from her again.

I’d gone to Ibiza a few days after that, so I had no idea what had happened to her until she’d turned up on my doorstep again, a few days after Tate and I had gotten back to New York.

I still didn’t know what had happened to her in those few months; she wouldn’t tell me. But she didn’t have to. It wasn’t about me. It was about her facing her issues. If she didn’t do that, she’d never get over her incessant need to spend money to fill the void in her life. Just like alcoholism, it was an addiction. Just as dangerous, but seen as socially more acceptable. Until she got herself into debt, of course.

“What’s it like there?” she asked me in the taxi.

“In rehab?”

She nodded.

What to tell her? I wasn’t exactly a rehab success story, given how many times I’d been and failed. Or broken out.

I should’ve gotten Len to talk to her before taking her in. Now he was a success story. Sort of. He’d been in and out of rehab a lot, but since I’d met him a few years ago, he’d managed to stay sober.

I shifted in my seat, staring ahead at the closed partition between us and the driver. The light wasn’t on to indicate that he could hear what we were saying; we could talk in private.

“There’ll be lots of talking,” I said.

“About what?”

“How you feel.”

“I feel fine.”

I stared at her, deadpan.

“What? What do they want me to say?”

“I guess that’s between you and them. You’ll soon find out.”

She harrumphed, then turned to face the window and watch the streets as they went from urban, to suburban, to countryside.

That was the thing about issues. One thing I’d noticed in rehab was that when people said they didn’t have issues, or that they’d let go of them, most of the time, they hadn’t. They were saying that to save face, or to look brave, or to try to convince themselves that they had. None of that worked in the long-term, though.

Was Len’s success because he’d finally let go of what was torturing him? Maybe I needed to ask him, see if I could get some tips

Given his recently revealed heart problems, I didn’t want to bother him with something that I wasn’t even sure would be a long-term thing. For all I knew, my aunt would bail on me after she was done with rehab. Or even while she was in rehab.

Getting my aunt to go in the first place had been a huge win. I may have guilted her about her kicking me out and how this would be how she could apologize to me. What can I say? I was surrounded by divas all day. They knew how to play the guilt card.

Anyway, it worked. And we were almost there, ready to drop her off to help her work through issues that had plagued her for over fifty years.

I felt proud, almost.

More importantly, I knew my dad would’ve been proud of us. I’d spent half of my life without him. I’d always thought he was an open and honest guy, but that had changed after my mom had died. He’d bottled everything up and fastened the lid so tightly he gave himself a stroke, basically dying of a broken heart less than a year after my mom had passed.

I sighed, wiping the rogue tear that fell down my cheek. There was no point getting emotional. It wouldn’t change the past.

But I knew that what we were about to do could change the future.
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— “Second Chances,” Tate Gardener




There wasn’t much I could do to help Jack and his aunt, but I checked in, just to make sure. I hated feeling helpless, but her situation was beyond my skill set. All I could do was be there if he needed me.

It was weird, seeing Jack helping the woman he’d blamed for so many of the problems in his life. Was he starting to see the positives that had come from the bad stuff, too?

It was hard to tell, especially with how much he bottled up his emotions. Either way, I was glad that he had family again.

Maddy, Moxie and I fell into a daily routine that involved Maddy sorting through my emails and fan letters while I walked Moxie, then me avoiding reality for as long as possible. It wasn’t healthy, but I was still trying to work out how I’d gotten so close to marrying someone like Dorian. Was it because he was so different to Jack?

He’d been different in all the wrong ways. Like wanting me to give up my career. He’d never understand the need I had to create art to entertain my fans. He thought my time was better off spent as a housewife. Proving he really didn’t know me as well as he’d thought.

And that I wasn’t as smart as I’d thought I was. My assumption I could read people well was challenged when I found myself weeks away from marrying a guy I hardly knew.

Every time I thought about it, I curled up into a ball on the sofa and muffled my cries so that Maddy couldn’t hear me in the office a few feet away.

Some days, it took all the strength I had to get out of bed. Having Moxie and Maddy helped, as they gave me a reason to pretend I felt human. So did having a new manager, as she was actively looking for auditions for me, which gave me some hope of getting back into acting again.

Knowing that it was almost time for Moxie’s dinner, I pulled myself up from the sofa and went to prepare her food. Just because I didn’t want to eat, that didn’t mean I was going to let my dog starve.

I picked up Moxie’s ceramic bowl. The clattering sound caused her to scurry in from wherever she’d been napping, and stare up at me as I prepared her food.

“You’ve got an invitation to an audition,” said Maddy, walking into the kitchen.

I looked up from Moxie’s food bowl. Moxie sat on the floor and glared at me.

“What for?” I said, still holding the dog food fork in my hand.

I’d received a couple of audition invitations lately, but my manager, Eliza, had vetoed them without passing them on, since they’d been for the kinds of teenie bopper roles I was trying to get away from. Needless to say, I was pretty skeptical about this one.

“An action film, it sounds like. It’s called ‘Maximum Payback.’ Someone dropped out and they thought of you to replace her.”

I narrowed my eyes. “An action film? Do they want me to play some blonde bimbo?”

“Eliza insists it isn’t that kind of role and she wouldn’t have let that kind of thing past her. She’s emailing the script over and told me to beg you to read it, if I have to.”

“Why is she so excited about it?”

Maddy shrugged. “I guess you’ll have to read the script to find out.”


*


I read the script and I loved it. Sure, it was an action film, but it wasn’t trying too hard, it wasn’t trying to outdo itself; it was enjoying being part of the genre and both embracing and subverting audience expectations. It was genius, and I could see why Eliza loved it so much. The characters had depth, unique voices, and it was a take on an action movie I hadn’t seen before. It was a rare combination of a gripping plot and interesting characters. I couldn’t wait to work on it.

I called Eliza from my sofa when I’d finished reading it. “When do I audition?”

She chuckled. “I’ll tell them you’re interested and set something up. Filming takes place in Australia, starting in a week.”

“A week?” I echoed.

“Yeah. The previous actor left last-minute and really left them in the lurch, so they’re desperate to fill the role as quickly as possible, or they can’t start filming.”

I sat up, spinning my legs around so that I was sitting properly. “Why would someone quit a role like this? It’s amazing. Do you know who it was? It’d be good to talk to her and see what happened.”

“Sorry, I tried to find out but they wouldn’t say and I couldn’t find anything online.”

“Damn. Well, thanks for looking.” It wasn’t unusual for people to quit and nobody to know why. Usually they blamed “creative differences,” which I guess it was, a lot of the time.

Quitting so last-minute seemed unusual, but it could’ve been anything from “creative differences” to a death in the family. If it was a really personal reason, it was unlikely to have been released to the press, especially with it being a B-List action movie. “And thanks for insisting I read the script.”

“Of course. What else are good managers for?”

Ah yes. Good managers. Had I finally found one?


*


I was invited to audition the following afternoon. They were desperate.

The director was already in Australia, so I was meeting the casting director and my potential costar, Shawn. They wanted to see what our chemistry was like onscreen. If we didn’t have any, I wouldn’t get the role. Audiences had to believe that we could be a couple, and that wouldn’t work if we didn’t have any onscreen chemistry.

“Thanks for coming,” said Andrea, the casting director.

“Thanks for inviting me,” I said, shaking her hand.

“Follow me.” She guided me through a maze of corridors, which were decorated with movie posters, then to a quiet room, where Shawn sat in a chair, waiting. He jumped up when we came in, walked over, and shook my hand. His grip was a little tight, but not stopping-blood-flow tight. He did, however, put his second hand on top of mine. Hmm. Power move. “Great to meet you.”

“You too.” I pulled my hand from his, not showing that his power move had planted doubts in my mind. It was a small gesture, but small gestures often led to bigger problems. A tight handshake was a sign of control and domination; of thinking someone was better than the person they were speaking to. Was he an alphahole in the making? He didn’t sound like it, but he was an actor.

Andrea gestured to a screen and a camera that had been set up at the other end of the room. “If you can stand on the left X, Tate, and Shawn, you stand on the right one.” She handed us a couple of pages from the script. “This is the scene where your characters meet. I’ll read the stage directions. Just read the words how you see them for your characters, OK?”

No guidance, outside of what was written on the script, which wasn’t much. Clearly the writer had a laid-back attitude about what appeared onscreen.

Shawn and I had to make it up as we went along. Improvisation. Dammit, I should’ve asked Jack for some input before coming. Why hadn’t I thought of that? He was so good at improvising, he was bound to have some advice.

When he’d done a guest cameo on my old TV show, he’d improvised a lot of his lines and the crew and audience had loved it. The fans had wanted his role to become permanent, but it never got the chance—the show was cancelled soon after.

And anyway. I couldn’t always rely on Jack. This was up to me.

I stood on the X, watching Shawn as he positioned himself opposite me. His dark brown hair had blue ends that grazed his chin. He tucked his hair behind his ears then met my gaze and grinned. There was a boyish charm about him that was both endearing and unnerving. Would he end up being really immature to work with?

Andrea read out the scene setting, then, we began.


*


“How’d it go?” Jack asked when I got home. He’d been dog sitting for the day, despite the fact that Maddy was around to do it. I was pretty sure dog sitting was his excuse to avoid something. And maybe to see me. That one was just me hoping, no doubt. Not to mention I wasn’t ready to commit to anything after what had happened with Dorian. But that didn’t stop me from enjoying his company.

I kicked off my shoes as Moxie ran over and circled me, barking and jumping up excitedly. I picked her up and danced around. “Amazingly. They want me to start next week!”

“Next week? That’s fast.”

“Yeah. But it’s such a good script!” I spun Moxie around, walking toward the kitchen and totally buzzing. There had been plenty of chemistry between Shawn and me. I couldn’t have asked for the reading to have gone better.

I loved how much depth my character had, too. She was the kind of role I’d been desperate to play, but that my previous agent and manager had been reluctant to put me forward for because it didn’t fit the cookie-cutter image they wanted me to have. Which I was so over.

Jack grinned. “I’m so happy for you!” He narrowed his eyes. “That sounds insincere. I do mean it, I swear.” He walked over to me and kissed my cheek.

“Thanks,” I grinned. A shiver went down my spine at having him so close again. I suppressed it, reminding myself that I needed some alone time before I let anyone else in. I wouldn’t keep making the same mistakes. I couldn’t.

“I would’ve made dinner if, you know, I could cook.”

“It’s fine,” I said, laughing. “There are some leftovers in the fridge.” Unfortunately.

“I know. Maddy told me. We’ve already put them on to reheat.”

I put Moxie down and walking over to the oven. Sure enough, a glass casserole dish was in there. The smell of roasted vegetables, thyme, oregano, and rosemary filled my nostrils.

Usually the smell would’ve made me happy, but it didn’t. Seeing such a big portion cooking made my stomach spin. I couldn’t eat that much! I’d never fit into my costumes for “Maximum Payback!”

“I can’t believe you found yourself an assistant who can cook this well and is happy to feed you. What can’t she do?”

Cook less food? I couldn’t say that. It would just make Jack—and Maddy—worry.

“Cast magic spells?” I suggested instead.

“Well, there goes my plan to have you cast a spell to get the record label off my back,” said Jack.

I leaned against the counter and eyed him warily. “What’s wrong?”

“They’re pestering me about my second album again. But…ever since we got back from Ibiza, I’m resenting songwriting more and more.”

“Why?”

He sighed. “I don’t know. But I’m worried if I don’t take a break, I might stop forever.”

“No!”

His shoulders slumped. I reached out and pulled him to me, putting my arms around him. “Talk to me.”

“I don’t know what to say. When I even think about songwriting, it’s like there’s this churning in my stomach. Or like I’m repeatedly banging my head against a wall. It isn’t writer’s block, it’s more than that. It’s like the feeling you get when you need to go for a root canal. Just thinking about it makes me feel queasy.”

“Oh my god. Why didn’t you tell me it was that bad? I wouldn’t have pushed you so much to keep writing.”

I’d been pushing him to write ever since we got back from Ibiza in the hopes that it would stop him from drinking. It hadn’t occurred to me that the reason he was unenthusiastic writing songs was because he didn’t want to do it, and it had nothing to do with alcohol.

“It’s OK. I’m not even sure I knew I needed a break until the other day. But the more I think about it, the more I know it’s the right thing to do. Maybe Larry can find me someone who’ll let me direct a music video for them. Anything but writing that keeps me busy. I just don’t know how to tell the label.”

“What happened the other day?” I stroked his back, resting my head against his chest. Being so close to him calmed anxiety I didn’t even know I was carrying.

“I had a meeting with the label about my new album. They wanted to give it a release date, start talking about concept art and touring and press and it took all my strength to not run out of the room like a frightened dog.”

“You have to tell them. Larry will understand.”

Jack snorted. “You really think Larry gives a shit?”

I shoved him, pushing him away so that I could look him in the eyes. “Who called me when you were lost in Ibiza? Oh. Right. Larry. So yes, I think your manager gives a shit. But you won’t get anywhere if you don’t talk to him. You have to communicate with the guy who manages your career, or you’ll never get anywhere.”

He sighed. “I know you’re right, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
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Tate insisted I organized an urgent meeting with Larry the next morning, to get the discussion I didn’t want to have out of the way. She offered to go with me, but it was something I had to do on my own. It was time to put on my big boy pants and confront what was really bothering me. If I didn’t, I’d fall back into old drinking habits, and I was determined not to go down that path again.

The few days I’d been on my own in Ibiza had detoxed me, since my anxiety had made me basically shut down to the point where I could barely function, and the shaking and lethargy and irritability from withdrawals had finished off the rest of me. Thinking about what could’ve happened if Tate hadn’t found me still made me feel sick.

Even though I’d never admit it to any of them, I was glad that Larry had sent Tate to find me. She had a way of calming me down better than anyone else other than my best friend, Len.

And it showed that she still cared about me, despite the stupid things I’d done. Like getting her friend Liam into drugs. Which had been a well-intentioned mistake. If only he believed me.

The corridor I stood in was airy, divided between different people who needed offices for different things. The walls were magnolia and the floor wooden, meaning every step echoed. People came and went, but nobody noticed me standing there, hesitating. Waiting to find the courage I needed to knock.

Knowing the courage would never come, and with my hands shaking, I knocked on the door to Larry’s office.

He gestured for me to come in, then pointed to the chair in front of him. “Jack, how’s it going?”

“Hey,” I said, sinking into the chair.

Larry could tell something was wrong. It was in the way he looked at me. Unfortunately for me, I was pretty damn transparent.

“So, what’s up?” He leaned back in his desk chair, crossing one leg over the other.

“I don’t think I can do it.”

“Do what?”

“Any of it. The concept art. The tour. The promo. The album. The music.”

Larry sat up, causing his chair to spring forward faster than he’d expected and almost flinging him out of it. I bit my lip, trying not to laugh. He righted himself, then turned back to me. “But you love music.”

“Not right now.”

He pointed to the sofa on my left, and the two of us relocated to there. Trying to put me at ease, no doubt. It didn’t work. The conversation would be awkward wherever we were sitting.

“Talk to me, Jack.”

“Since Ibiza…I can’t…I hate…I need a break.”

Why was it so much easier to talk to Tate about this stuff than Larry? I guess because Tate’s career wasn’t connected to mine anymore. Larry’s was.

And he was in control of me, too. If he said I had to do something, I’d probably have to do it.

Larry ran his hand through his hair and let out a low whistle. “That’s some bad timing, Jack.”

“I know.” I lowered my head, staring in my lap. So many people’s careers were hinged on mine. Did it make me a huge failure if I didn’t do what they needed of me? Was I going to let them down?

Larry patted my shoulder. “I get it.”

Shock coursed through me. I looked up and stared at him. “You do?”

“Man, what you went through in Ibiza? That was intense.” He walked over to the interior window in his office and closed the blinds, then started pacing. “I know you think I don’t care, Jack, but I was genuinely worried when you were in Ibiza. I had no idea what’d happened to you. My mind jumped to all sorts of conclusions. And to be so far away that I couldn’t do anything? That was the worst feeling.”

“Is that why you called Tate?”

“I knew you’d broken up, but I also know how much she cares about you. She wouldn’t leave you if you needed her, no matter what’s happened between you. That and I’d seen online she was a couple of hours away, when I was at least a day away. So yeah, that’s why I called her. And I’m glad I did.” He returned to his seat opposite me. “What will happen if you don’t take a break from music?”

“I’ll end up hating it. My second album will suck. And I’ll never record another again.”

Larry nodded, sighing. “I thought so. Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can negotiate with the label. While I know they won’t like it, you’re not the first artist to suffer from burnout.”

“Burnout? What makes you think this is burnout? I’m not stressed or anything.”

Larry pursed his lips. “Burnout manifests in different ways for different people. You’ve been working on your music career nonstop for years. Then you went through something traumatic at the end of something you spent your whole life working toward. You don’t have to feel physically bad to be burned out. Sometimes, creatively, you hit a wall. It’s not like writer’s block. No, writer’s block is a poor person’s excuse to not face their own reasons for procrastination. This is creative burnout, when you’ve worked so hard toward a goal, it hasn’t turned out how you expected—or it’s backfired somehow—and it’s fallen off its pedestal. You need a break to process all of that.”

“You get it? You actually get it?”

He laughed. “Of course I get it. I’ve been in this industry a long time. You’re not the first artist I’ve managed who’s needed a break, and I doubt you’ll be the last. What we need to work out is how to convince the record label that this is the right thing to do if we’re going to maintain your long-term success, and that not releasing something off the back of your residency won’t harm your marketability.”

Ah, marketing. God I hated it.
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Tate




How long do we have?


Is this thing meant to last?


Or will our love become


a thing of the past?







— “Second Chances,” Tate Gardener




I had one week to get back into shape for filming. No problem. No problem at all. Even though I’d barely done any form of exercise since leaving for England six months ago, I couldn’t get out of shape that fast, could I?

I took the tape measure from my bedside drawer and wrapped it around my waist. That couldn’t be right. I’d gained an inch. How?

I pulled my blouse up and measured around my waist again, but it didn’t make much of a difference. I’d still gained weight around my waist. Ditto everywhere else on my body. Shit.

I couldn’t send those measurements to the costume department. They’d class me as plus-sized! Or close. Anything above a size six to them was plus-sized. It was ludicrous.

I needed to get back to the gym right away.

Throwing my tape measure on the bed, I grabbed my phone and called Astin. He didn’t answer. I’d just have to exercise alone.


*


Since I hadn’t been to the gym in too long, the one I’d previously been a member of made me jump through hoops before I could join them again, but they did cut a few corners since I was a member for years, and the only reason I’d left was because I’d moved away.

Standing in the gym, staring at the exercise equipment, I felt excited and terrified. All that equipment looked so…hard. Like so much effort.

But I had to do it. It was my job to look good. And, before I’d left, I’d emailed the costume department for “Maximum Payback” my old measurements. If I didn’t lose the weight by the time I landed in Australia, none of the costumes would fit.

Water. I needed water.

No, that was a bad idea.

Water could make you bloated. I’d drink what I needed to so that I stayed hydrated while I exercised, and that was it.

I walked over to the exercise bikes and climbed onto one. They used to be my favorite, but as I started to pedal, it became even clearer just how unfit I really was. Was I just getting old? Was that why I couldn’t exercise so much?

Deep breaths. One foot. Then the next. Focus on the music.

I’d put on Jack’s album, as it had the right pace for pedaling. Hearing his voice calmed me, too. Even if he wasn’t actually there to encourage me. If he was he’d probably tell me off for sending them the wrong measurements. I wouldn’t tell him about that.

The more I pedalled, the tighter my chest felt. Shit. My inhaler was still in my bag downstairs. Exercise had always been a trigger for my asthma, and since it had been so long since I’d done it, of course it would trigger me more.

I hopped off the exercise bike and tried to run to my locker, but my chest tightened the more I tried to run, so I forced myself to slow down. Slow breaths. No panting. That’s what I’d always been taught.

When I reached my locker, my heart had slowed and my chest was calmer. I took my reliever inhaler a couple of times anyway, then returned upstairs with it. And, begrudgingly, had some water from a paper cup, since I’d accidentally sprayed my inhaler onto my tongue and it tasted nasty.

Slightly afraid of the bike after that, I went for the cross trainer instead. Anything that would help me tone my legs and keep my ass pert. Everyone raved about the treadmill, but I didn’t like the shape it gave my ass. I found the constant thud-thud of it boring, too. At least with a cross trainer, it was like climbing a never-ending flight of stairs.

I switched from Jack’s album to a business podcast, then used the rhythm of the hosts’ voices to step to. Before I knew it, I was in a trance, so focused on what they were saying I had no idea what I was doing.

I’d missed that sense of focus and clarity that came from really concentrating on something. The last time I’d experienced that had been in the studio with Jack, working on my previous album.

I turned the podcast up and glanced around the room. There were a handful of others in there, but they were so wrapped up in what they were doing, they didn’t notice me. Which suited me just fine.

Mid-afternoon was always a good time to go, I found, as most people were at work or still recovering from lunch. I’d been so busy thinking about the new role, I’d forgotten to have lunch. But that was no big deal. I was trying to shrink my measurements.

If my measurements had been like that when I’d still been with my old record label, one of them would’ve passed out in shock. I wasn’t allowed to gain weight; I’d had to stay a certain shape and size to fit their child-star mold. But I wasn’t a part of that mold anymore. I was free. And apparently, so was my waistline.

But I was going to change that. I’d fit in my costume for my new role, whatever it took.


*


Astin looked me up and down, his eyes narrowed. Dammit, why was he so good at reading people? “How hard have you been working out this past week?”

I crossed my arms over my purple sports bra. “I leave to film an action movie in a few days. I have to be able to keep up with people!” Take that.

Astin leaned against the treadmill to his right. “I get that. I’m just worried you’re doing too much too fast. You’re supposed to take a day in between workouts, you know that.”

“I don’t have time for that!” I almost added that I still had weight to lose, but I knew he’d chastise me if I did. Thank god I’d stopped myself.

I wasn’t sleeping so well because all the exercise had me wired, and sometimes my stomach rumbled because I’d cut back on what I was eating, so my internal filter wasn’t as good as usual.

“That’s not how it works,” he said.

“It is now!”

I stomped off to the cross trainer. Sure, he was a kickboxing teacher and stunt performer. He knew about exercise. I wasn’t denying that. But I had things to do. I couldn’t listen to his advice or logic. It would just put me further away from my goal, and I wasn’t there yet.

He was a guy. He’d never get it. There wasn’t the same pressure on them to keep the weight off as there was on women.

Well, I guess for him, there was at one point. He had been an underwear model. And he’d quit because he’d hated the industry.

Wasn’t that why I’d quit my old management? Because I’d wanted to do things differently?

I increased my speed, taking out my frustrations on the cross trainer. My legs were going to burn in the morning. Just like I wanted them to.

And anyway. I was doing things differently. Unlike last time, I was in control. It was my choice to burn the weight off, just like it was my choice to put it on in the first place.

Even if I hadn’t done it intentionally.

I’d gotten the role and I was going to act my heart out. I was going to prove myself to my fans, my critics, the people on the movie’s set, and myself.

Finally, finally people would treat me seriously. They’d stop seeing me as some spoiled princess who always got her way and didn’t work hard to get what she wanted. They’d realize I worked harder than most people and I deserved the money and acclaim I got. I’d worked for all of it, and I was going to keep working because I’d only just started. They hadn’t seen the half of it yet.







5

Tate




When I’m with you everything else fades away


The days you’re not around are filled with gray


Then I see you again and everything’s in color


You know how to make me feel like no other.




— “Comet,” Tate Gardener




I really wanted to work on new music. Since writing new material with Jack after Ibiza, I’d been filled with more energy and enthusiasm to write. Probably because writing those songs had been the first time I’d been able to express myself properly. It was a refreshing change that my fans had reacted well to, and that had gotten me a new manager who, so far, seemed to understand what I was trying to achieve.

I needed to work on more. But I couldn’t ask Jack when he wanted a break. I didn’t know anyone else, though. All my other contacts had been from the record label, and that felt like the worst path for me to go down. I’d shaken my association with them, and even going back and working with someone tied to them, they’d probably interpret it as me going back to them with my tail between my legs.

No, I couldn’t do that.

But who else could I ask?

“Just ask Jack,” said Camilla. She sipped her sweet tea and stared at me over her glasses. I was pretty sure, from the way she wore them, they were a style statement and she didn’t really need them.

I drummed my fingers on the table. It was plastic, so it made a horrible noise. Stupid cheap coffee shop style. “He doesn’t want to think about music right now. I don’t want to be the one who forces him to.”

Camilla rolled her eyes and leaned back in her chair. Her hair was a deep purple, which complemented my still bright pink hair. “It’s not the same thing. You’re asking him for recommendations.”

“You could help me,” I suggested.

Camilla laughed. “You’re only saying that because you want to avoid asking the guy who’s contributed to your last two albums to help you. I can help you write a couple of songs, but I’m not a producer. I can’t help you put the whole thing together. Jack’s the one with the connections and you know it.”

I ground my teeth together. Yes, I did know it. That didn’t mean I had to like it.


*


Since getting the role on “Maximum Payback,” I’d spent most of the week in training so that I was fit enough for an action film, which meant I’d hardly seen anyone. A week’s training probably wouldn’t be enough, but they couldn’t push filming back any more than they already had. They were behind enough thanks to one of their stars quitting at the last minute. I still didn’t know why, which made me a little paranoid, but I was going to take the opportunity that life had offered me and give it my all. I had to prove that I was more than just a has-been child star, and an action movie was the perfect way to do that.

The night before I was due to leave, Jack and I ordered food to my place. He was craving pizza, and I felt bad for leaving him during his career crisis, so I agreed.

But pizza was so far down the list of foods I wanted to eat, I hated even seeing the word on the online order page. So I ordered a salad instead. Jack didn’t see me order; he had no idea what I was planning to eat.

 We played with Moxie while we waited for it to arrive. Her favorite toy was a stuffed fox, which she loved to chase around the apartment, or absentmindedly chew on. She didn’t really destroy toys, but she tended to love them to death—they often fell apart from too much doggy slobber. Gross, I know.

Moxie ran past us and crashed into the coffee table, knocking some loose papers onto the floor. Jack picked it up and read it. Which was exactly what I didn’t want him to do. Great.

“What’s this?”

I turned away, embarrassment washing over me. I’d forgotten to put my random ideas away before he’d come over, meaning they were now strewn all over the living room floor. Thanks, dog.

“Random ideas and notes, that’s all.” I tried to grab the papers from him, but he jerked them out of my reach, turned away from me, and read them. Shit.

I kept trying to get them from him, but he was faster and taller than me. It was no use.

When he’d finished reading, he turned back to me and handed them to me. Not that it mattered now. “Tate, these are really good.”

“Yeah, sure.” I scoffed.

“I mean it,” he said.

Butterflies formed in my stomach, but not because I was close to Jack. Those song lyrics he was reading were about him. How could he tell me they were good, when they were so mean?

“Are you working on new music?”

I shrugged, gathering up my papers and stuffing them into the coffee table drawer. Out of sight, out of mind. For both of us.

He knelt down to my level, forcing his face in front of mine. “Tate?”

“What? Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Tate.”

“Stop saying my name like that!”

“Stop avoiding my question!”

I stood up and crossed my arms. “Fine. Yes. I’ve been throwing around some ideas for new music, and I’m thinking of doing another album. I’ve never been able to create the kind of music I want before.”

“Why didn’t you want to tell me?”

“You don’t want to talk music right now.”

“I don’t want to talk my music. That’s not the same thing.”

“You didn’t say that. And I didn’t want to bother you.”

“You’re not bothering me. Have you found a producer for the album yet?”

“No. All my connections are tied to my old record label.”

Jack included, of course. Just because I’d quit, that didn’t mean he had.

Jack tapped his foot on the floor. Moxie, excited by this, ran over and circled him. He picked her up and she licked his face excitedly. “I might know someone who can help.”

“Really? Who?”


*


Jack wouldn’t say who it was with, but he organized a video call for the next morning, as early as possible, because my plane for Australia left in a few hours. 

Whoever this person was, it was someone he held in high regard. Impressive, when he hated most people.

He also assured me they were straight edge: no drugs, no meat, not even any alcohol were involved in their life. I was intrigued to say the least.

I opened the video link to find the meeting room empty. First one to arrive. Would that make me look good? Or desperate? I was a few minutes early. That had been silly.

As my fingers hovered over the close button, another person entered the virtual room. The screen said their name was Charlotte.

Her video sprung to life. On the other side was a woman slightly older than me, her eyes circled with heavy black eyeliner, and lips painted crimson. Her hair was divided into quarters: two red, two black. The matte black handles of her wheelchair were just visible behind her.

She tucked a black strand of hair behind her ear and grinned at me. “Tate! It’s so good to meet you! Jack has told me so much about you!”

Then why hadn’t I heard of her before?

“We met a couple of years ago, before the two of you recorded that duet—great song, by the way. But I think we can do more. Push the boundaries, if you will.”

My curiosity was piqued. I liked the way she was thinking. “What do you have in mind?”


*


Charlotte and I talked for over an hour. After we’d signed off, I called Jack in excitement.

“You’re a genius!” I said to him as I practically bounced around the office.

“No duh. You liked her, then?”

“She gets exactly what I want to do; the direction I want to go in. I’ve never felt more listened to.” That was a stupid thing to say. Why had I said that to Jack, of all people?

But he didn’t get offended, he just laughed. “Good, I’m glad. I think you two can really create something great.”

“She’s even said she’ll come to Australia to work on stuff while I’m filming. Isn’t that awesome?”

“Won’t that be a lot? To go from set to studio and back again? Will you have enough time to sleep?”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve done it plenty of times before. I’ll be fine.”
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Jack


“I have something for you!” said Larry’s excited voice over the phone.

What? Had he found me a job opportunity already? And got the label to delay the album? While managing his new protégé who was more important than me?

“Are you sitting down? I think you’re gonna love it. No, I know you will.”

“Tell me already!” The suspense was driving me crazy, but I didn’t want him to know that.

“Are you sitting down?”

“Larry!”

No, I wasn’t sitting down. I was walking around the sofa in circles because I was too restless to find out what the outcome was.

“Fine, fine. Be boring. I’ve got you a gig directing a new video for an up-and-coming K-Pop girl group!”

My legs barely able to hold me, I sank onto the sofa. Larry had come through for me after all.

Not only had he found a way for me to keep busy while I wasn’t songwriting—so that I didn’t fall back into old habits, like, you know, drinking and partying—but he’d found me something I’d actually enjoy and be good at. Without me even suggesting an alternative to him. For once, he deserved a round of applause.

Before he’d discovered me, I’d directed some of my own music videos and uploaded them online. I’d done all of it myself, from writing the songs, to recording them, right through to directing and editing the videos. They’d gotten me some positive press in the early days, and they were part of what had built up my early fanbase.

“Jack? You still there?”

“I’m just in shock, I guess.”

He laughed. “Didn’t think I’d come through for you, huh?”

“Something like that.”

He knew me too well. Not that I was going to admit to that. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of being right, or the disappointment from my lack of faith in him.

“What did the label say when you spoke to them?”

“They understood. Said they’d give you an extension on when you can record the second album, but in the meantime, if you write anything else, they own it.”

I sighed. That wasn’t the best deal, but it was how it worked in the music industry, so I had to go along with it whether I wanted to or not. All things considered, it was a far better deal than I deserved and not an opportunity I was going to turn my nose up at.

It had been a long time since I’d directed anything, but I’d always hoped to go back to it one day. I hadn’t expected it to be any time soon, but even I wasn’t stupid enough to say no to an opportunity like that.


*


I wasn’t nervous about meeting the band that could make or break my directing career. Nope, not one bit.

I was so nervous I ended up staying over at Len and Angela’s so that I didn’t reach for the alcohol. Their influence would help me resist temptation and take my mind off my anxiety. Stock advice like “just be yourself” and “relax” wasn’t going to cut it. Not this time.

I was worried about Len’s heart condition, but being around him reassured me a little that he at least looked fine. Appearances could be deceptive, sure, but at least I was there if something did go wrong.

But it wouldn’t.

It wasn’t allowed to.

Not to Len.

Whenever he spotted me staring at him, he’d raise an eyebrow at me and shake his head, as if he knew I was checking him over for signs that something was wrong. He’d then change the subject to me and my future directing career.

If Larry’s plan didn’t work, I could get blacklisted from directing music videos forever. The music industry was like Hollywood; it only forgave you if you were a rich white guy. The pressure was on and it was getting to me. Hard.

“Why are you so nervous, Jack?” asked Mia, Len and Angela’s granddaughter, as we ate dinner the night before the meeting.

Their labrador, Max, was lying under the table, his head by Mia’s feet in the hopes of picking up some scraps. So far, no luck.

How had she picked up on how nervous I was? What did that say, if she noticed it, and she was half my age? Was I really that transparent?

“Who says I’m nervous?”

I opted for playing it cool, pretending I was fine. If I pretended to her, it might come true for me, too, right?

Len, who was sitting opposite me, fidgeted in his seat, but didn’t say anything. Neither did Angela, who was sitting on my left.

Mia twirled a fry around her plate as she spoke. “You won’t stop fidgeting. You always do that when you’re nervous.”

So much for pretending I was fine.

“I have a really big job opportunity starting tomorrow,” I told her. Better to be honest.

“You can do it,” said Mia, matter-of-fact. She stabbed a fry with her fork, then munched on it with a subtle smile.

I met Len’s gaze and he grinned, obviously proud of his granddaughter’s insight. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree and all that…

“What makes you say that? You don’t even know what it is.”

“No,” said Mia, “but when you really want to do something, you’re really good at it.”

Len nodded, but didn’t join in with our conversation. For whatever reason, he and Angela were letting his granddaughter lead.

“I mean, I know you have problems, but look at all the great stuff you’ve done. You can do things when you want to, you just have to stop letting all the white noise get in the way.”

I stared at her, blankly. Had a twelve-year-old really just said something that wise? That insightful? That…poetic?

“What? Why are you looking at me funny?” She turned to Len: “Granddad, why is he looking at me funny?”

Len chuckled. “You said something that surprised him, I think.”

Mia shrugged, then continued to eat her dinner.

“How is it she gets me better than I get me?” I asked Len and Angela.

Angela grinned. “Because she’s far enough removed from the situation to see what’s right in front of you.”


*


I was meeting the group at Larry’s office. If we hit it off, I’d direct their video. If we didn’t, they’d find someone else. Although, let’s be serious, it was more about what their management team thought of me than what they thought. It was the band’s job to do what they were told and at least pretend they liked it. It was no different than what Tate had been through with her management team for all those years. They were a similar age to her when her career had been at its peak, too.

It didn’t matter what country you were from, there were always people hungry for fame. And they wouldn’t know how stressful it was at the top until they reached it and hit their head on the ceiling…but weren’t allowed to collapse from the pain.

“Jack, you’re early!” said Larry, greeting me at his office door with the broadest grin I’d ever seen him with. It unnerved me. What was wrong with him?

“I wanted to make a good impression,” I said. Damn, that sounded lame. When did I get so lame?

But it was true. I did want to make a good impression. I loved directing and wished I’d had more of a chance to do it for my own music, but the creating music had eaten up all my time. Having the freedom to explore other creative avenues was like a noose had been removed from around my neck after it’d been hanging there for years.

I’d even bought a new outfit so that I looked super smart for the meeting. With Tate and Astin’s guidance, since without them I’d have turned up in a zebra print blazer and leopard print jeans, but still. We’d settled on some black skinny trousers, a floral shirt, and a bomber jacket. Smart and fashionable without trying too hard. Or at least, that’s what they told me it looked like. I thought it looked kind of boring, but I didn’t want to distract or deter anyone with my fashion sense, either.

Larry—or more likely, his assistant—had laid out a spread on his desk, with different things to eat and drink. There wasn’t any alcohol, I noted, which I also appreciated. I wasn’t sure if that was for my benefit or the band’s, but either way, I didn’t mind. I was just grateful it wasn’t there, because I wasn’t sure if I’d have been able to resist the temptation if it had been.

“What’s with the spread?” I said, pointing to it and reaching for a mini cupcake.

Larry smacked my hand away. “Not yet! You’ll ruin my display. Wait until they’re here.”

“I thought I was the one who needed to make a good impression?” I said, sitting in my usual chair and leaning back in it.

“Yes. Well. It could result in more work for me, too, if this goes well.”

I smirked. “That explains it. Good for you, Larry. Here’s hoping it works out for both of us.”


*


The band, called Boompow, arrived half an hour later. There were four of them and their manager. They all had a grace to their movement that amazed me. They glided through the room with a presence and confidence that I wished I could emulate. I’d never be that graceful or confident. I could barely walk through my apartment without crashing into things, let alone in a new place with a group of strangers. Although I did wonder if being in a band helped, sometimes, since it gave them some backup.

Not that it made that much of a difference; it was their manager who was really in charge, even if he was outnumbered.

He stepped forward and
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