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Author's Note




Tate and Jack’s love story is an on/off serial romance, starting in their late teens and spanning until their mid-twenties. That means to experience their full rollercoaster romance, you need to read the whole series. Think of each book like an episode of a TV show, where each one leaves you with questions that are answered in the next instalment.

If you’re not a fan of cliffhangers, there’s a boxset available for the first three Hollywood Gossip books, which you can find here: https://books2read.com/hg123

If you’d prefer a less dramatic romance, you can check out What Happens in New York (https://books2read.com/u/ba0608), and Behind the Spotlight (https://books2read.com/behindthespotlight), both of which are also set in the What Happens in Hollywood Universe.

While I’m English, the characters are American, so I’ve done my best to use US English in this book. However, I’m not perfect so please forgive me if I get some things wrong.

If you do enjoy Hollywood Parents, please consider leaving a rating and/or review. Even just a couple of words makes a huge difference. When you’re ready, you can leave yours here: https://books2read.com/hollywoodparents 

Right, with all that said, on with the show (sorry, book)…
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Tate




Your touch leaves me tingling


And I’m left dreaming


Of a future we can never have


Of a true love we never had.




— “The Worst in Me,” Tate Gardener




“Name, please?”

I huffed. Did we really have to do this?

The receptionist stared at me, waiting for a response. Apparently we did.

“Tate Gardener.”

“And your relationship to the patient?” she probed.

“I’m his girlfriend,” I replied. She didn’t need to know that we’d broken up a few hours earlier.

“Third bed on the left,” she said, pressing a button so that I could go through to triage to see him.

“Thank you,” I said, flashing her my most saccharine smile while glancing around the reception desk for sharp objects to stab her with. I so didn’t have time for her bullshit. She knew who I was. I was damn sure of it. There’d been recognition in her eyes when I’d approached the desk. People try to play it cool when they run into someone famous, but it never really works. There’s always that brief moment when their expression says OMG it’s so-and-so. For me, that expression says OMG IT’S TATE GARDENER, FORMER CHILD STAR. And yes, it’s usually capitalized. And yes, some of them still think I’m a child star. But I’m trying to work on that.

I found Jack exactly where she’d said. He had butterfly stitches on his forehead, a black eye, and his arm was in a sling. “What happened!” I ran over to him and put my hand on his free arm.

“You came,” he said with a weak smile.

“Of course I came! You’re in the hospital! What happened?”

“I fell down the stairs and took the banister with me. Everyone at the party just carried on like nothing had happened.”

“What about Melrose?” I asked. She was his best friend. And someone I really didn’t like, but that wasn’t the point. She’d helped him out of homelessness; surely she’d help him when he fell down the stairs?

“She left with Juniper,” said Jack.

“Oh.”

“They all just left me there.” He wiped at his eyes with his fist as he started to cry. “Like I didn’t even matter. They were in my house!”

“Shh,” I said, stroking his cheek.

He leaned into me. “I’m sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean it.”

I’d been so worried about him I’d forgotten about our argument. About how he’d called me narcissistic, career-obsessed, and a bitch. And, you know, how I’d slept with my friend Astin a couple of hours after we’d broken up. And the reasons why I’d done it.

“We can talk about it later.” I needed to change the subject. The hospital wasn’t the place to talk about any of it. So I sat in the chair beside his bed, still holding on to his hand and playing the role of dutiful girlfriend.

“No, I need to say it. I was wrong. I was so wrong. I admire how ambitious you are, and how you trusted me enough to tell me that. I shouldn’t keep jeopardizing your career by fucking up.”

I held my finger underneath my eyes as I began to cry. It was the only way I knew I definitely wouldn’t mess up my eye makeup. The last thing I needed was bad pictures of me appearing in the press. They’d love a reason to make it look like I was falling apart.

He stroked my thumb as we held hands. “You’re not a bitch. I’m a dick and I don’t deserve you.”

So much for not messing up my eye makeup. I began to full-on ugly cry. How could I not? He was offering me a heartfelt apology, and I’d slept with someone else. Someone he’d predicted I’d sleep with, no less.

“Hey, come on now,” he said.

I had a policy of always being honest with people, and that applied to everyone. Unless of course it was for career advancement purposes or to protect my fans from things they didn’t need to know. Jack needed to know this, though.

Didn’t he?

Yes. Of course he did. What was wrong with me? Was I really going to not tell him and pretend everything was fine when I’d had someone’s dick inside of me not two hours earlier?

Two hours earlier, when I’d wanted revenge on him for all the things he’d said and done recently, and now he was sitting in front of me with his arm in a sling and stitches on his forehead. A few hours can change everything.

“Jack, I—”

“What? What is it?” he asked, shifting in the bed so that he could see me a little better.

“After I left, I was so hurt and upset and it was really stupid, but I slept with someone. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have done it.”

He pulled his hand away from me. “You can leave now.”

I tried to reach out to him, but he jerked his hand away.

“I was—”

“It doesn’t matter. I said some things I shouldn’t have. I should’ve known you’d react by sleeping with Astin.”

Of course he’d figured out it was Astin. I couldn’t even deny it.

“I just want you to be happy, Tate. I haven’t made you happy in a long time. I neglected you for too long.” He sighed, his chocolate-brown eyes filling with tears again.

“We can work this out. I know we can.” I sniffed, trying not to cry.

Jack shook his head. “You slept with someone else right after we’d broken up. How can I mean that much to you if you sleep with someone else so fast?”

“I was—”

“What? Trying to make me jealous?”

I stared into my lap.

Jack scoffed. “Wow. I didn’t think you’d go that low. You couldn’t have just waited to talk about it in the morning?”

I wiped at my face with my hands. Tears were streaming so fast I couldn’t stop them.

“You can leave now.”

“Jack—”

“I really don’t want you here. Please leave.”

Barely able to breathe because I was crying so much, I left his hospital room and found my way into the nearest bathroom. Inside the tiny stall, I spent the next ten minutes bawling. 

What had I done? He was a guy who’d fucked up, but he’d been drunk when he’d said those things. Did that really count? 

I’d done my damnedest to try to make him jealous like we were still in high school or something. I should’ve known better.

The worst part was that he wasn’t even jealous. He wasn’t even angry. He’d just looked really, really, sad.

But then, he’d said that he just wanted me to be happy. Was our blazing argument at his party the result of the buildup of all the weeks before? We’d been grating on each other so hard we’d barely spoken. The tension could’ve been cut with a knife. Maybe a break was just what we needed.

It wasn’t going to be a break, though, was it?
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Jack




I tried to play the role of the perfect boyfriend


But deep down I knew the role would end


It didn’t fit; it wasn’t me


Perfect is something I’ll never be.




— “Perfect,” Jack Cuoco




I wasn’t even surprised that Tate had slept with Astin, not really. She’d been lusting after him since they’d first met, and I knew I’d never be able to compete with a guy like him. He was smart, sexy, and simple. A charming Southern boy with no baggage. What girl in a relationship with an unstable alcoholic could resist?

I rested my head against the lumpy hospital pillow. I’d been so scared when I’d arrived. Now, I was numb.

Tate was the first person I’d wanted by my side when I’d been injured, and yet she’d already gone into someone else’s bed. It wasn’t like I didn’t deserve it. I just wished I’d seen it coming so that I wouldn’t have said such stupid things to isolate myself from her.

A part of me blamed Melrose. If she hadn’t made me throw that party I wouldn’t have said those things to Tate. Melrose had bailed me out when I’d been in my worst possible place, but I was starting to feel used. Whenever she wanted to throw a party, she guilted me into throwing it at my place. Whenever we went out for food, she conveniently forgot her wallet. Was she still the great friend I’d always thought she was?

The hospital wouldn’t let me go home on my own, though. They said I didn’t have a concussion, but I needed a babysitter in case I showed signs like nausea and headaches later.

If I called my manager, Larry, I’d get another earful.

The only other person I could rely on was someone I didn’t like asking for help. But I knew he’d be there for me if I asked.

He arrived half an hour later, a somber expression on his face. “How are you feeling?”

“Been better,” I said. “Thanks for coming.”

“Of course.” Len sat in the chair Tate had been in less than an hour before. “Are you allowed home yet?”

“They need to put a cast on my arm, but after that I can go. Oh, and I need to fill out insurance papers.” I looked down at my arm. It was my right one I’d broken. The one I used the most. Great. “Might need some help with that. How’s your handwriting?”

He chuckled. “Better than yours right now.”

“I’ll take it.”

The two of us laughed. It felt good. Mentally, anyway. Physically, it kinda hurt. Even though it was something small and simple, it was nice to be around someone who didn’t judge and who was there for me unwaveringly.

The nurse walked in and gave me some painkillers, then led me away to get my arm bandaged while Len filled out my paperwork. Any questions he couldn’t answer on my behalf, he did with my help when I got back. After that, we were allowed to leave, so I climbed into Len’s Volvo and he took me back to my place. “If you pick up some of your things, you can stay with Angela and me for a few days.”

“No, I don’t want to get in the way,” I said.

“Nonsense. Angela will love having someone to look after again. She used to be a nurse. She’s the perfect person to be around when you can’t use your arm.”

“Are you sure she won’t mind?”

He smiled. “I already asked her.”

Well, then. Decision made.

My place was a mess after the party. I’d have to hire someone to clean it up this time. There was no way I was going to clean it up with one arm—it would take forever.

Len helped me put some stuff into an overnight bag, then I locked up the chaos that was my house and we drove over to his place.

It was a small two-story townhouse on the other side of New York. We climbed up the steps and I found myself greeted by a chocolate Labrador as I walked in. I bent down to pet it, desperately wanting to pick it up but unable to.

“Max, don’t jump up!” said Len.

The dog did as it was told and disappeared into another room.

A thin woman wearing a leopard print robe and with her hair tied up in a matching scarf walked out. She smiled at me. “You must be Jack.”

“I’m so sorry for—”

She held up her hand. “There’s no need to apologize. Please, just focus on taking care of yourself. How’s your arm?”

“Painful,” I said.

She nodded knowingly. “Did they give you any painkillers at the hospital?”

“Got a prescription in my bag. I can’t take any more until the morning, though.”

She nodded. “How about some hot cocoa before bed instead?”

“That sounds amazing,” I said.

We went into the kitchen and Angela pulled out a seat for me. I sat down, filled with guilt that this woman had gotten out of bed to look after someone like me. Why was she bothering? I didn’t deserve her help or kindness.

I rested my head on my good arm.

Len put his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, son. You’ll be feeling better in no time.”

I really hoped he was right.
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Tate




We started out as friends


And it’s friendship that’ll never end


But this romance is dangerous


Because you bring out the worst in me.







— “The Worst in Me,” Tate Gardener




Did Tate Gardener Cheat on Jack Cuoco?

Check out that photo. Does that look like Tate Gardener kissing someone who isn’t her boyfriend, Jack Cuoco?

It looks a lot like her Calvin Klein colleague Astin Mack to us. The photo was taken by a security camera just a few days ago and sent to us by an exclusive source.

Rumor also has it that she and Jack may not be an item anymore. To those of you that have been following their relationship, this probably won’t come as a surprise. They’ve been showing up to events separately and, when asked about each other’s presence, have been evasive, sometimes even contradictory.

Photos taken of the two of them together have shown them to be less than affectionate. Could the photo be a sign that it really is over for Tate and Jack?

No one was available for comment from either camp. Make of that what you will.




“They were bound to find out eventually,” said Trinity.

“I know,” I sighed, staring into my mojito. I’d just hoped that I’d have had a few more days to process things before having to deal with press comments. But someone had screenshotted a security camera video of Astin and me kissing and sent it to the press. Why had I been stupid enough to kiss him in public? I was supposed to know better! Ugh. And now they wanted their pound of flesh. “Did they really have to include that photo of me kissing Astin? I look terrible!”

“Yeah, you kind of do,” agreed Trinity.

I kicked her under the table. Our security guards wouldn’t notice that. Because of my surge in popularity, we were in a the back corner of a dive bar. We were less likely to be recognized there and therefore more likely to be able to drink in peace. And our security guards would get our drinks for us since we were still underage. Just.

“Sorry,” she said. “But, I mean, there are worse people to be connected to.”

“Are there? When he won’t even return my calls?”

“You did use him to get back at Jack.”

“Thanks for the reminder,” I said with an eye roll. Astin didn’t know that part yet.

She shrugged.

I felt bad about what I’d done, OK? In hindsight, it’d been dumb. What bothered me the most was Jack’s reaction. I mean, he’d seemed so chill about the fact that I’d slept with someone else hours after our breakup. But then, knowing him, he’d probably had an orgy right after I’d left. Why had I even bothered to try to make him jealous?

“It could be worse,” said Trinity.

“How could it?”

“Well, they might know that you used Astin to get back at Jack,” said Trinity.

“How is that supposed to make me feel better?” I screeched. Why was she being so unhelpful? “They already think I cheated on Jack!”

“Then put something out and say that you were single when it happened,” said Trinity.

I scoffed. “Like they’d believe me.”

“True,” she said.

“I should speak to Astin, make sure he’s OK.”

“You kicked him out of your apartment right after riding him to go see your ex, and you still haven’t spoken to him? You’re on the verge of it being too late.” Trinity shook her head. Judgmental much?

“It’s not my fault he won’t answer his phone,” I said.

“How many times have you tried calling or texting him?”

“Um…”

“One of each, then?”

I lowered my head. Maybe.

“It’s been a week, Tate. You should at least talk to the guy. You owe him that,” she said.

“Shit,” I said, downing the rest of my drink.

Trinity sat beside me, looking smug. Yes, yes. She was right. That didn’t mean I had to like it.

Astin had gone to make us coffee using my machine—still naked—when my phone had rung. It was Jack, saying he was in the hospital. Astin had walked back in as I’d hung up. He’d seen the look on my face and asked what was wrong. I’d told him and he’d been fine about it. I think. I mean, how fine could a guy you’d just had sex with be about you going to see your ex in the hospital? Especially when it’d only been a couple of hours since you’d broken up?

How had I gotten myself into that situation?

I banged my head on the table. Trinity grabbed my ponytail. “You’re too pretty to have a bruise on your forehead.”

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks. I think.”

“So. Are you going to go see him or what?”


*


I decided to visit Astin and apologize. If nothing else, at least then my conscience would be clear.

To avoid getting seen together and fueling the press, I went to visit him at his apartment. I had no idea if he’d be in, but I really hoped he was. Sort of. A part of me also hoped he wouldn’t answer so that I could at least say I’d tried.

Unfortunately, he answered. He didn’t look happy to see me, but he let me in anyway.

I stared through the wall-to-ceiling window on my left. It looked out over the New York skyline. I loved cityscapes and wished I could’ve stared out through the window forever, but that wasn’t why I was there. I snapped my attention back to the inside. His apartment was pretty big, with an open-plan kitchen and living area. Stairs were to the back, leading to what I assumed were the bathroom and bedrooms.

“How are you?” I asked, desperate to fill the silence. He hadn’t said anything since I’d walked through the door.

“Fine. You?”

“Yeah. I’m OK.”

He turned to face me, as if waiting for me to tell him what I wanted.

“I just wanted to apologize for the other day. It was weird,” I said.

“Apology accepted,” he said. I wasn’t sure I believed him. It mostly seemed like he wanted to get rid of me as quickly as possible. “How’s Jack?”

“He broke his arm and has stitches on his forehead.”

“Oh. What happened?”

“He fell down the stairs. Then he asked me to leave when he found out what happened between you and me.” I couldn’t look at him. I’d spent the whole conversation staring at my stilettos.

“Oh,” said Astin.

“He figured out it was you. He knew I’d wanted to sleep with you, and I thought it would be a good way to get back at him—”

“You slept with me to get back at him?”

Shit. I hadn’t planned on mentioning that.

“No. That’s not what I meant. I mean, I wanted to sleep with you. I did. But I thought he’d get jealous and see sense and—”

He crossed his arms. “So I’m just a toy to you, is that it?”

I chanced a look up at him. His jaw was tight. 

“No! Of course not!”

“Turns out you really are as shallow and selfish as everyone says,” said Astin.

Ouch. I mean, ouch. Hearing that from him burned. I had it in my head that he was such a nice guy, so his words stung almost more than when Jack had called me a career-obsessed bitch. I was not shallow and selfish. But I didn’t have any proof that I wasn’t. The way I’d treated him was selfish.

“Can you please just leave?” said Astin.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Just stop.”

Feeling like a total idiot, I left with my head low and my ego bruised. I’d hurt a perfectly nice guy because I’d been so hellbent on revenge against Jack. And where had it gotten me? I’d lost Jack and Astin in less than a week.


*


As usual, when the story broke about me, my team got together to discuss it. It was me, my manager, Mike, my agent, Maria, and three people from marketing and PR. They changed so often that I didn’t bother learning their names.

We sat in a glass meeting room in Maria’s office building. I hated those glass meeting rooms. I felt like a caged animal, especially since we always got together to discuss me and my career in them. Most of the time I’d get beaten down and told I wasn’t good enough and needed to work harder, too.

Maria clasped her hands and placed them on the table. “You need to be more careful, Tate. We can’t afford stories like this. Good girls don’t cheat.”

“I didn’t cheat! How many times do I have to say that?”

The temptation to curl up into a ball was strong, but I forced myself to sit upright and hold my ground.

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is if other people believe it. And it looks like they do,” said Maria. We’d worked together for years, but it was increasingly feeling like a dictatorship where my opinion didn’t matter anymore. Since I’d asked my mom to stop coming to meetings with me a few months ago, they were getting worse, too.

“So what am I supposed to do? I can’t control the way people think!”

I looked to Mike for support, but he avoided my gaze. Some manager he was lately. I swear he was scared of Maria.

“We’ll schedule in some damage control interviews. Or maybe just one with a really big-name journalist,” said a blond guy from PR.

“Yeah, that’s good,” said Maria, nodding. “You can half-answer questions, but don’t answer anything directly. Brush them off like we taught you to.”

The blond guy scribbled in his notebook.

“Is that really necessary?” I said. I hated giving half-answers to questions. People picked up on it, and it never made me look as good as Maria seemed to think.

“Is kissing someone in an alleyway when you’ve only just broken up with someone else really necessary?” said Maria. God, I hated her.


*


My mom invited me to help her move out in an effort to take my mind off Jack. And Astin, although she had no idea what the full story was there and never would. There was no way she’d understand. Not that I understood what she was doing. I really, really didn’t want to help her move out. Not after the way I’d found out about my parents’ divorce. Or the fact that they were divorcing in the first place. But it didn’t feel right for one of her friends to help. It was my family, my problem. The big downside to being an only child was having nobody else to share the burden with.

She’d already taken a bunch of boxes to her new place. It wasn’t nearly as nice as where I’d grown up, but there was only her to pay the bills and she didn’t earn as much as Dad, so I guess it was to be expected. They had a prenup that said she wouldn’t get any money he’d earned since they’d been together and she was fine with that. She had her own business and her own money, but it would never bring in as much as movie producing.

Everything left of hers in the apartment was the long-forgotten, mostly neglected stuff that no one ever wants to sort through when they move. Even less so when they’re about to divorce. All of Daddy’s stuff was still there, which probably made things even more awkward for her. It did for me.

But Mom needed my help and there was no one else. So the day after seeing Astin—despite feeling awful—I turned up at my childhood home and started to help my mom pack up the last of her things. Her lawyers had told her to clear all her things out. Something about it helping her to move on. Ugh. I supposed I understood the logic. It made sense to do it when my dad was overseas working on a project too. It gave her longer to sort through it all without the risk of running into him. Although I hoped she would, so that the two of them would see sense and get back together.

I was going through a box from the back of her closet when I found a picture. It was of her holding me as a baby and beaming. I didn’t look very old, but my mom didn’t look disheveled or like you’d expect a new mom to look. She had no pregnancy belly left and no visible weight gain, either. Not that that meant anything. Some women didn’t put on weight during pregnancy and some didn’t go through a difficult childbirth. Still, she looked a little too polished for someone holding a newborn.

Curious to see what else was in the box, I started flicking through it. It seemed to be a box of my old baby things. Some more photos, a tiny hat, and a couple of items of clothing. I didn’t recognize or remember any of it. Not that that was surprising.

At the very bottom of the box was a piece of paper. I picked it up and examined it. What the actual? It was an adoption certificate. For me.
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Tate




You took me for granted in a way I never thought possible


While acting in a way that was so reprehensible


I’m left wondering what I should do


And if I’ll ever be able to forgive you.




— “Forgive You,” Tate Gardener




“Mom? What’s this?” I asked, carrying the adoption certificate into the living room, where she was covering vases in bubble wrap.

Her face went white when she saw the paper in my hand.

So she recognized it, then. What did that mean? Was she not my mom?

She took the paper from me and went even paler.

“Why do you have an adoption certificate for me?”

Taking my hand, she guided me to the sofa. Keeping hold of my hand in one of hers, she used the other to wipe at her eyes as she cried.

“Am I adopted?” My mouth went dry as I stumbled over the question I already knew the answer to.

She nodded.

I pulled my hand away from her. My chest tightened. Twenty years and neither of my parents had thought to mention it? My heart thudded in my chest. I could hear the blood pulsing in my ears. I could barely hear whatever my mom was trying to say to me. But I had to know: “If I hadn’t found my adoption certificate, when would you have told me?”

She pursed her lips.

Never, then. The blood pulsed in my ears. Everything around me began to spin. What the hell kind of parent lies to their child for their whole life?

“I have to go,” I said, standing up and running out of the apartment.

If she tried to stop me, I didn’t hear her. The world around me closed in. My outer vision was blurry; I could only see a few feet in front of me. I had to get out of there and go somewhere that would make me feel better.

I hopped into a taxi and went to Trinity’s apartment. She let me in, a confused expression on her face. Thank god she hadn’t started filming her next project yet.

As soon as I was in the safety of her apartment, I burst into tears. Trinity wrapped me in her arms. Her long, dark hair tickled the back of my neck as I sobbed. She guided me onto the sofa, rubbing my back to try to console me.

“What happened?” she asked as my sobbing finally subsided. She handed me a tissue from the box on the coffee table.

“Apparently I’m adopted.”

“What?”

I handed her the scrunched-up adoption certificate. “I just found this in the back of Mom’s closet. Or whoever she is to me.”

Trinity studied it, then passed it back to me. “Parents are such shits.”

“Mine were good to me until recently!”

“All parents are the same,” said Trinity. Her mom had died of an overdose when she was a toddler, and her dad was a notorious Hollywood asshole. She’d emancipated herself from him almost five years ago. I couldn’t really blame her for her attitude. It wasn’t like she’d had good experiences with her parents. Mine had been so amazing until lately. Or had I just refused to see what was right in front of me the whole time?

“What do you need?” she asked. “Vodka? Gin? Something stronger?”

“Food,” I said. My stomach rumbled. “Mom and I were about to go for lunch, but I can’t bring myself to go back there and go out with her now.”

“I’m on a juice cleanse,” she said.

“You can’t be on a juice cleanse if you’re still drinking alcohol.”

Trinity shrugged. “I can offer you a green juice or we can order something in.”

“I’ll have the green juice.”


*


The green juice wasn’t as bad as I’d expected it to be. It was actually nice. Trinity and I fell asleep on her sofa watching American Idol. My parents tried to call me several times, but I ignored them. So my parents were at least talking about me even if they weren’t talking about how to fix their relationship, then. I texted them, saying I was fine but didn’t want to talk to them, and left it at that. I didn’t want them to worry about me, but I also wasn’t ready to speak to them. There was too much to process.

“What kind of parent doesn’t tell their kid something like that?” I said to Trinity as she made breakfast juices the next morning. I sat on a barstool, swinging my legs.

She hesitated, taking whatever she wanted to say out on a carrot instead. “Scared ones,” she finally said after putting the carrot into the juicer.

“Scared of what?”

“Losing you, probably.”

“That doesn’t justify lying about it!” I said, flapping my arms.

“Never said it did. That’s not what you asked.”

I thumped the edge of the kitchen counter.

“Can you go take your mood out on some weights and not my kitchen counter, please?” said Trinity.

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing where I’d just hit. It wasn’t like I’d done any damage. It was marble; it was more likely to damage me.

As we drank our breakfast juices—that weren’t nearly as nice as the night before—someone knocked on the front door. I opened it to find Liam—my friend, and Trinity’s costar/crush—on the other side.

“How’s my favorite child star?” said Liam.

I glared at him. It was a running joke between the two of us that we were part of the child star machine. He was breaking out of it. I wasn’t having as much luck.

“Sorry,” he said as he walked through the front door. “You know you have Trinity and Camilla for the emotional support. I did, however, bring baking ingredients, since I know you stress bake.” He held up a canvas bag and we headed into the kitchen.

“No I don’t,” I said.

“Hey,” whispered Trinity as Liam and I entered the kitchen. He really did turn her to jelly.

“Hey,” he said, flashing her his cheesiest grin. He turned back to me: “If you don’t stress bake, why are there three cakes on the counter?”

I sighed. “I usually share them with the crew, but since we’re not filming right now…”

“I get to eat them,” said Trinity with a grin. She put her hands on my shoulders. “Well, when my juice cleanse is over anyway.” She gave the cakes a wistful stare, then picked her breakfast juice back up from beside them and resumed drinking it.

Liam put the carrier bag onto the counter. “I feel you. My nutritionist has made me cut out carbs. Man, I miss cake.” His stare at the cakes mimicked Trinity’s a moment before.

“Boring,” I said, unpacking the bag. “Oooh, vegan butter. I was low on that. Thanks.” There was also some flour, egg substitute, vanilla extract, and dark chocolate. “Anyone would think you’re hinting at me making cookies.”

Liam tried to suppress a grin but failed. “Me? Never.”

“Do you ever stick to what your nutritionist tells you?” I asked.

He hopped onto a barstool and grinned, then began examining the cakes on the counter. “This is like the last movie but on steroids. I’m pretty sure they’d have me on steroids if they thought they could get away with it.”

“You’re not that small,” I said. I took a plate out for him, then placed a knife in front of each cake so that he could sample each one. As predicted, he took a small slice of each.

“No, but they like their heartthrobs bigger now, apparently.” Liam ran his hands through his hair to get it out of his face. It flopped back down, sitting pretty much how it had before.

“There’s nothing wrong with how you look,” whispered Trinity. She was leaning against the opposite counter, staring at Liam but too afraid to get any closer. It would be cute if they hadn’t been doing the same dance for years.

Liam grinned. “I know. Shame they don’t.” He turned to me: “Anyway, let’s talk about you.”

“Let’s not,” I grumbled.

“What did your parents say when you spoke to them about the adoption thing?”

I flinched at the A-word. “I haven’t spoken to them about it yet.”

Liam frowned.

I stared at the counter. “I’m just too…I don’t even know how I feel. What am I supposed to do?”

“How will you know until you’ve spoken to them?”

I stirred my breakfast juice with a metal straw. “I guess I know that will open up a Pandora’s Box of questions and answers I’m not sure if I want.”

“But that are also unavoidable,” he added.

“Thanks for the reminder.”

“Sorry,” he said. “What about your birth parents? Are you going to try to meet them?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it, to be honest. I was too busy being pissed off because I was lied to.” I hopped onto a barstool beside him. Trinity stayed in her spot in the corner, watching and listening but not speaking.

“Which is allowed too. But anger isn’t a good look on you long-term, you know. You’re too pretty for wrinkles.”

I stuck my tongue out at him.

“So mature,” he said with a laugh. “This lemon cake is amazing by the way.” He pointed to it with his fork.

“Thanks. The secret is lemon verbena. It adds more depth to the flavor.”

“Huh,” he said before shoving another forkful into his mouth. “I have no idea what that is.”

Trinity and I laughed.

“It’s an herb. It’s really good in tea too. Grows like crazy,” said Trinity. She pointed to a pot on her kitchen windowsill containing the lemon verbena that was in the cake. It was about a foot tall. “I have to cut it back and make infusions so that it doesn’t go wild. The tea is good for digestion and stuff, so let me know if you need it.”

Liam smiled. “Thanks. Do you think it’s something my nutritionist would approve of?”

“For once,” said Trinity with a sly grin. It was as close to flirting as I’d seen them get for a while.

I tapped the marble counter with my green fingernails, staring at it as I considered Liam’s question. Should I meet my birth parents? What would they be like? Was it worth the time it would take?

“Do you think I should meet my birth parents?” I asked Liam and Trinity.

Liam shrugged. “Only you know if you want to.”

“Could I, though? What if it was a closed adoption?”

“I think you need their permission,” said Trinity.

“How do I get that?”

She shrugged. “Through the adoption agency, I guess.”

“Do you think they’ll want to meet me? That they’ll know it’s me the minute they see me?”

Trinity rolled her eyes. That answered that. I should’ve known better. Parents were a sore subject with her.

I was pissed off at my parents for not telling me sooner, but also curious about where I’d come from. Questions without answers had been my pet hate for a long time, and the one around my birth had jumped right to the top of my list.

“What do you think they’re like?”

“What who are like?” she asked.

“My birth parents! Do you think they’re doctors or lawyers or astronauts, maybe?”

Trinity snorted. “They’re probably poor people who couldn’t afford to raise a baby.”

I crossed my arms. “No! I don’t believe that!”

Trinity shrugged. “Believe what you want, but I don’t see how or why someone with a fancy-ass job would need to put a kid up for adoption. They’d just hire a nanny.”

“Not everyone would. Some might prefer their child to be raised by actual parents instead,” said Liam.

I flashed him a smile at his support. “Yeah, or something tragic happened during the birth, so they had to give me up.”

“In which case isn’t trying to find them a bad idea?” said Trinity.

 There were lots of reasons parents put children up for adoption. Trinity’s cynical reasons weren’t the only ones, and they wouldn’t ruin my ideals.

“Why don’t you hire an investigator to look into it?” suggested Liam.

“That feels dirty,” I said.

Trinity snorted. “I used one to get dirt on my ex-father. It was the only way they’d let me get emancipated.”

“But this is different,” I said.

“Yeah. You need their permission to speak to them. A PI would be the perfect intermediary.”
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Jack


I know it’s bad


But I just can’t help myself


Alcohol is the only way


I feel less sad.


— “Antidote,” Jack Cuoco


Going back to my place after spending a few days at Len’s was a shock. They’d offered to let me stay for longer, but I already felt like I was in the way. I’d been there a week and a half. It wasn’t their job to take care of me. I had to learn to do things on my own, awkward as it was.

I returned to my house to find it cleaner than it had ever been. I’d had to hire professionals to fix the damage since I couldn’t do it myself. Len had gone over to let them in then picked up the key from their office when they were done. He was too good to me.

My place had never smelled so clean. I could even see my reflection on the stove.

I’d told Larry what had happened, but I’d been light on the details. He didn’t know when I was due back to my place either, since I’d just told him that I was being looked after by a friend. The fewer details he had, the less likely he was to lecture me. Larry was a good manager, but why he had to baby me I didn’t know.

While I’d been at Len’s I’d had a few drinks, but not as many as I would’ve liked. Len and Angela didn’t judge me for drinking. It was hard for them to since Len was an alcoholic, although a sober one. His past made me feel guilty drinking around him, though, so I did it discreetly and bought my own alcohol on the few occasions I’d managed to go out and not have my cast make things difficult.

Back home, I went in search of my usual stashes. My hip flask was in a box in the bathroom cabinet, as usual, but it was empty. Damn. The one I kept in the toilet cistern had a few sips in it, so I had that. The bitter taste of gin burned my esophagus as it went down. Much better.

Feeling refreshed but drained, I went to lie down. I don’t know how long I was out, just that I was woken up by the front door opening. I really needed to learn to lock the damn thing.

“Jack? You here?”

Shit. It was Larry. How had he known I was home?

I shoved the bottle back into the cistern and ran downstairs. “Sup,” I said, trying to sound casual. I hadn’t had chance to brush my teeth or do anything to get rid of the smell of alcohol on my breath. I needed to make sure he stayed far enough away that he wouldn’t notice.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“How did you know I was home?”

“Cameras,” he said, pointing to the ones Tate’s dad had installed a few months earlier. I’d forgotten he had access to those things. “Don’t look so disappointed. I just came to check in on you, that’s all.”

“Not to see how your investment is doing?”

“I do care about you, you know. I’m not completely heartless.” He just came across that way sometimes. “How long do you have the cast on for?”

“Six weeks. I don’t have to use the sling all the time though. Doctor doesn’t think the stitches will scar either.”

“Could be worse,” said Larry. “How long until you get it off?”

“Few more weeks,” I said. Had I really spent a week and a half at Len’s? It had gone so quickly I hadn’t even noticed. Spending time with him and his family had felt like the perfect dream. I’d never felt more at home except when I was with Tate. Who was the reason I’d broken my arm. I had to remember that.

Larry stepped closer, stopping at the bottom of the stairs. I walked around him, making sure to keep him at least six feet away. Would he be able to smell my breath from that far? He wouldn’t, would he? “I see they repaired the banister.”

“How do you know?”

“Came over after you were injured to see the damage.”

“Oh.” Shit. Had he noticed anything I hadn’t?

“Looks like they did a good job,” he said, running his fingers over it. It was in the same color and style as the old one. I figured the landlord was less likely to get annoyed with me if it matched. Would he even notice?

“Um, yeah,” I said.

“Was that how you got injured? Falling down the stairs?”

“Yeah. Took the banister with me and it landed on my arm,” I said.

“Sounds painful.”

“It was.”

“And expensive,” he added.

“Thank god for insurance,” I said.

“Indeed.”

“What’s going on with you, Larry?” I asked.

“Nothing. Why would you ask that?”

“You’re acting weird. It’s unnerving.”

“I’ve had a weird few days. The label has given you an extension on your new album due to your injuries. They seem to have some pity for you. I, on the other hand, don’t. I know the injury probably happened during one of your infamous house parties, where you apparently tried to take the banister down with you. Am I on to something?”

I stuffed my hands into my jeans pockets and stared at the floor. He wasn’t wrong. The only part he was missing was that I’d been drunk and high when it had happened.

“How drunk were you when it happened? Had you taken anything else? Do you feel any remorse for the amount of damage you’ve done to someone else’s property these last few months?”

Yes, I felt guilty
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