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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 Drama, 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/hollywooddrama 


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







Jack




Life is drama.


Life is pain.


Sometimes we make the same mistakes


Again and again.




— “Mistakes: Repeat,” Jack Cuoco




Alcohol. I needed alcohol. The sooner I could get some, the sooner I could get that woman’s face out of my head. I hadn’t seen her in over five years, and I’d planned for it to stay that way. Why had she shown up outside of the recording studio? Did she know I worked there? Was it a coincidence? It couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it?

I scrambled back into the taxi I’d just gotten out of and asked him to drive me to the nearest liquor store. I bought a couple of bottles of vodka then walked to a park nearby. It was quiet and I’d be able to drink in peace. Away from my aunt or anyone that could judge me.

With all her stuff gathered around her, it had looked like she was homeless. Could all her spending have finally caught up with her? Well good. She deserved it. She was the reason I’d ended up on the streets. I had no sympathy for her.

Mmm. The vodka burned as it went down. I drank and I drank until the bottle was empty. By then, I could hardly walk. But damn, I felt better.

I stumbled my way to a taxi and got the driver to take me to Len’s. It was Angela who answered the door. When she saw me, she shoved me out again.

“Need Len!”

“Not like that you don’t,” she said.

I lowered my head. Did I look that bad?“But…”

“What happened?”

I sniveled, unable to hold back my tears. I started crying, right there on their front porch. I couldn’t help it. Since when was I an emotional drunk? “Aunt.”

“What about her?”

“Here. New York.”

“Well fuck.”

The taxi I’d used hadn’t left yet, so she banged on the door and asked the driver to watch me for a minute. Despite being smaller than me, she managed to get me back into the car and get the driver to lock the door so I couldn’t get out. I didn’t like waiting in the car. What was I waiting in the car for? It was boring sitting there. I wanted to get out! I pulled on the doors.

“Hey. Don’t do that. You might damage the door.”

I pulled some more.

“I said don’t do that! I’ll charge you and your friend if you break something!”

Angela came out of the house, a bag on her shoulder. I could get out as she climbed into the car! But I risked hurting her as I pushed past her. No, that wouldn’t work. I’d have to see what she had planned. I sank into my seat as she climbed in.

“Where’s Len?” I said.

“Looking after Mia.”

“She here?”

“Yes. That’s the other reason I didn’t want you inside.”

Oh. Shit. What would Mia have thought, seeing me like that? What kind of example would that set when she looked up to me so much? What was I even thinking going to Len and Angela’s house? I needed to get away from there before Len or Mia noticed I was there. If Mia noticed she wouldn’t let me leave without a music lesson, and I was in no state to be teaching music. Not to mention she’d probably pick up on how drunk I was. Her parents would love me for that. Not.

“Where to?” said the driver.

I gave him my address. We arrived twenty minutes later. With the help of the security guard, Angela got me upstairs and into my apartment. My roommate was away filming so I had the place to myself. It was big and airy and the view was amazing. But in that moment, being so high up made me feel sick. I ran to the kitchen sink and threw up. The bathroom was up a spiral staircase. There was no way I was making it up there when I wanted to puke my guts up.

Angela came up behind me and stroked my back. “Feel better?”

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Should I?” I asked. Because no, no I did not feel better. 

She laughed. “Why don’t you go sit down and I’ll get you a glass of water?”

Arguing with her felt like a waste of time, so I did as she suggested. She joined me on the sofa a minute later and handed me a glass of water. “So, you want to talk about what happened with your aunt?”

I stared into my lap. Going to Len’s place when drunk had been a dumb idea. Why had I thought it would be a good idea? I was supposed to help Len, not remind him of his stupid past. I was a failure. I’d let him down. I’d let Angela down. I’d let Tate down. And Larry. And—

“Jack!”

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean…I mean…I panicked.”

“Where was she?”

“Outside studio.”

“I thought she lived in Maryland?” said Angela.

I sniveled. “Me too.”

“You haven’t heard from her?”

I shook my head. The room spun. Whoa. That was a bad idea. “No. Not in five years.”

Angela pursed her lips. “That woman. If I ever saw her, I swear I’d give her a piece of my mind.” She straightened up. “Sorry.”

“She reminds me of everything I did wrong,” I mumbled. And possibly slurred. It was the longest sentence I’d said since getting hammered at the park.

Angela put her hand on my shoulder. “We all make mistakes. There’s no point punishing yourself for it.”

“What else can I do?”

She rubbed my back. “We’ll find something.”

I leaned into her and cried.







Tate




Be cute be sweet


Be nice be adoring


Be loathsome be angry


Be stressed be boring.




— “Good Girl,” Tate Gardener




My parents and I sat around a table with a team of lawyers. It was time to unravel myself from the grips of my management company and record company once and for all. I’d been a tween when I’d signed my contracts with them. They’d milked my singing, acting, and dancing abilities for almost nine years. Back then I’d just wanted to sing and act and hadn’t cared about the rest. Now that I was in my early twenties, I felt like I’d been running on a hamster wheel for so long that if I didn’t stop, my legs would give way.

The press had turned against me. They’d decided I was a cheater, a diva, and a drama queen. With every story they printed about me, they grew meaner. If I didn’t step away from the spotlight soon, there’d be no flesh left for them to pull off my skin. I’d be left exposed, a shriveled heap on the floor.

The glass-walled room we were in had an even colder atmosphere than usual. And it wasn’t the temperature. Or maybe that was just me. All the emotion and personality had been sucked out of the room, replaced by facts and figures. Was there anything we could use to convince my record label and management team to let me go sooner? Could we use any examples of their treatment of me to show their poor management style? Any statistics we could use against them? Could we bring in how they’d mismanaged my anorexia? Or my depression? Ugh. I still hated saying I’d had depression. All because of that stupid woman.

“You’re signed on for four albums with them. So far, you’ve done two. What if we offer for you to finish the current album and release a greatest hits?” The suggestion came from Ella, a blonde lawyer whose hair was fastened into a ponytail.

“Do people still do greatest hits albums? Didn’t streaming kill that?” said my mom. She’d been present in all my meetings until just over a year ago, when I’d asked her to take a step back. Wow, that had been a mistake. 

At the time I’d wanted to grow up and thought that having my mom by my side made me look childish. Turned out she’d been protecting me from more than I’d realized.

My dad wasn’t usually at my meetings, but this time was different. This time there were legal ramifications to my decisions, so we had to get everything right. He was worried what the decisions we made could do to my brand in the short- and long-term. Not to add to the pressure or anything.

“We could offer them some additional songs or some remixes,” suggested a young male lawyer. He picked a donut from the middle of the table, where there was a selection of carb-filled foods. “If they’re desperate enough to get rid of you they may even let you get away with not releasing the final album.” He bit into the donut.

Just looking at the foods on the table made me feel sick. How could anyone have an appetite with what we were talking about? It was my future! And everything I’d spent most of my life working toward hurtling down the drain.

“They’ve already given her the money,” said Mom.

“Then we’ll pay them back,” said Dad. “Money isn’t the problem here. Getting her away from them is.”

I stroked my dog Moxie, who was curled up on my lap. She was so tiny, she fitted perfectly in my purse, which was good, because she was increasingly helping to control my anxiety in meetings. And life in general. Everything in life was turning into a trigger because I never knew what the press would use as a story against me. I’d always had to monitor what I said and did, but this was like that on steroids. If I took the dog for a walk without makeup on, they’d use it as a sign that I was “falling apart.” Wasn’t I allowed to look human? Wasn’t I allowed to be sleep-deprived? Headlines like that didn’t exactly help.

I leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes. When could we leave?

“We’ll get this sorted, don’t you worry,” said Mom. She patted my hand and gave me a reassuring smile.

I wished I shared her confidence.


*


I got home from the meeting a couple of hours later and collapsed onto my bed. Moxie crawled out of my bag, walked over to my head, and pawed it. “It was a long meeting, I know.”

She pawed my head again.

“I’ll sort your dinner in a minute.” I took my cell from my pocket and called Jack. It went to voicemail. Damn. I’d hoped to invite him over to take my mind off everything that had happened. Looked like I’d be spending the night watching bad TV with my dog instead. At least I had her for company and she was never going to judge me.

I hadn’t been sure about having a dog when Dad had shown up at my door with her, but the longer she was in my life, the more I realized she was right for me. She was increasingly becoming my emotional support dog. Most people couldn’t get away with taking their dog to as many places as I could, but having a small dog and being famous had its perks.

I sat up, lifted Moxie off the bed, then went to make her dinner. Just because I wasn’t hungry, didn’t mean she had to starve.







Jack




Memories come back to me


Like flashes of light


Reminding me that with you


I couldn’t fight.




— “Fight,” Jack Cuoco




“Do you want me to come with you?” said Angela. She eyed me warily as the two of us got ready to leave my apartment. I was more sober than I had been when I’d knocked on her door a few hours earlier, but I was still drunk enough that I didn’t feel so much pain about running into my aunt.

“No, thank you. I need to do this on my own,” I said.

“And you’re sure you want to do this?”

I nodded. Sobering up and calming down had made me see my aunt’s situation for what it was: just as bad as—if not worse than—mine, a few years earlier. Yes, she’d inflicted it on me. But if I didn’t help her when she asked me for it, how was I any better than her?

I’d been there. I knew how bad it was. Even though I hated her, I wouldn’t wish a life like that on anyone. It didn’t matter what she’d done; I was in a position to help her, and I hated to see another person suffering. It wasn’t like I wanted her to be a part of my life, I just couldn’t stand the thought of someone suffering if I could help them.

Apparently Tate’s incessant need to help everyone was rubbing off on me.

I dropped Angela off at home, then carried on in the taxi to the studio where I’d seen my aunt that morning. It was late evening by then. The only person around was the guy who usually hung out there with his pit bull.

“Hey Jack,” he said.

“Hey,” I said, scratching the dog behind the ears. “Did you see a woman here earlier?”

“The one in the beige blanket? Yeah, she gone.”

“Gone where?”

He shrugged. “She mumbled something about waiting around being a waste of time and went off in that direction.” He pointed farther down the street.

“Thanks.” I handed him some money then got back into the taxi and told the driver to carry on down the street. I couldn’t see her.

Who was I kidding? There was no way I’d run back into her when it’d been eight hours since she was last there. She could be halfway across the country already! Well, if she managed to get some money for a bus ticket, anyway. But if she was sleeping on the streets, she probably didn’t have enough money for that.

Had I been wrong to run away from her? Was it cruel of me?

No! She’d been the one to kick me out of her house. Why was I feeling guilty for her suffering the same thing she’d inflicted on me?

People could change in that time. Heck, I wouldn’t recognize my fifteen-year-old self. What had changed with her?

The last I’d heard she was married to some guy. There’d been no sign of him when I’d seen her, which probably meant they’d broken up. Had he taken all her money? Or had she spent all of his? Neither would’ve surprised me.

We reached the end of the road with no sign of her.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

I hesitated. If I were still homeless, where would I go? No. If I were a homeless Black female, where would I go? The answer to the question was different, because homeless Black females needed different things.

Somewhere a couple of my friends had hung out when I’d been homeless came back to me. It was a long shot, but I had to try. I decided if she wasn’t there, I’d give up.

It was on the outskirts of town, by an old warehouse building. It’d been abandoned for years, which made it a good place to get shelter. It was also near the river, which meant cool—albeit sometimes dangerous with the wrong people around—views.

We drove there, and I asked the driver to wait while I had a look. There was no sign of my aunt, but there was a group of six other women who eyed me warily as I approached. They were huddled around a fire in a metal drum, holding their hands out to keep warm. That was something I’d done too often when I’d been homeless. I pushed the memories away as I approached them, focusing on the task in front of me.

“Have you seen a middle-aged woman with a beige blanket walking around?” I asked them.

One of them narrowed her beady eyes. “She look a bit like you? Got the same nose?”

Did she? I’d never noticed, but I supposed it was likely. “Um, yeah.”

“That way.” She pointed in the direction of the river.

I got there, but there was still no sign of her. Had I been wrong to react the way I had? Was that the one shot I’d had at reconciliation? Did I care?

For the first time in five years, for some weird reason, I did.

No matter who she was or what she’d done, she was suffering. And I was in a position to help her. Could I really turn my back on someone when I was in the perfect position to help them?

I sat on the edge of the sidewalk, my legs dangling above the water. The waves lapped against the concrete, making soothing whooshing noises. The water was black; I could only see a few feet ahead of me with the overhead lights.

“You oughta be careful sitting there. You might fall in,” said a familiar voice.

I turned to see my aunt standing in front of me. It had been so many years since I’d last seen her—and so much had happened in that time—I had no idea how I felt.

She was in a bad state. Really bad. Even in the dim lighting. Her hair was dry and ragged, she was missing at least one tooth, and her clothes seemed like they’d been worn nonstop for six months. How long had she been homeless for? Did she see what it was like for me, what she’d inflicted on me?

Despite all of that, I was still driven to help her. She looked so pathetic it was hard not to want to help her.

“Who told you I was here?” I asked.

“Woman who told you I was here. She lied. Wanted to see if you actually gave a shit before telling you where I was.”

Giving a shit seemed like a stretch, but I let it slide. It was more that I pitied her and empathized with her situation.

I stood. Unlike the last time I’d seen my aunt, I was now taller than her. She hunched over, too, which made her seem even smaller against my tall frame.

“Can I get you a coffee? Something to eat?” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. But then, wasn’t that how Tate helped out Madeline when they’d first met? Wasn’t that how you were supposed to help homeless people?

Helping people wasn’t really my thing, but I wanted to do it to prove to myself—and to Tate—I could move on from everything my aunt had done to me.

She stared at her shoes. “I don’t want to bother you if you’re busy.”

“I’m not,” I said. My phone rang in my pocket, but I ignored it.


*


The driver took us to a nearby café. I paid him, then finally let the guy leave. It felt like he’d been driving me around for hours, but it hadn’t really been that long.

I held the door open to let her in. She hesitated.

“What?”

“They don’t like people like me in places like this,” she said.

“It’s fine. Go on,” I encouraged her. I knew what she meant of course. A homeless Black person. And it was pretty damn obvious that she was homeless from the way she looked—and smelled. We chose a table away from the window, then I went to order something to eat and drink.

My aunt hugged her bag to her, her eyes always darting around the room, searching for signs of danger. It was a look I knew all too well. There were only a handful of other people in the café as it was late, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t still feel uncomfortable. You never knew where danger was, or what people would think, when you were homeless. You always had to be on alert.

“What can I get for ya?” said the waiter. He flashed me his most charming smile from the other side of the counter. There was no judgment in his expression, and I appreciated that.

“Two black coffees and two grilled cheese sandwiches please,” I said. They seemed safe. My aunt had cooked them a lot when I was younger.

“Coming right up!”

I gave him the money then went to sit back down.

“I’m sorry I can’t pay my half,” she said.

“It’s fine. It’s on me.” It wasn’t like I couldn’t afford it. She, on the other hand, clearly couldn’t. “When was the last time you ate?”

“Yesterday, maybe? Someone brought me a cronut,” she said.

“What did you think of your New York creation?”

“It was vile.” She lowered her head. “But I was hungry enough I’d eat anything.”

No wonder she was so gaunt. She’d been a big woman when I’d known her, but now, the skin rolled off her because she’d lost so much weight.

“Two coffees,” said the waiter, putting them in front of us. “The sugar is just there.” He gestured to a dispenser on the mottled gray table. “Any milk?”

“No thanks,” I said.

“Not for me,” mumbled my aunt, staring at the table.

“Your sandwiches will be right out,” he said before walking away.

My aunt hugged her coffee to her, staring at a grain of salt on the table. “I’m sorry, Jack. I overreacted. That night when I kicked you out…once I stopped crying I spent all night searching for you. But I couldn’t find you. I kept searching but it wasn’t until your single was released that I realized what had happened.”

“You kept looking for me?” I said, my voice almost a squeak. I’d always assumed she’d slammed the door and been happy to be rid of me.

She nodded while staring into her drink. “You were fifteen. You were grieving. So was I. But that didn’t mean you had to be the target of my grief. That’s my biggest regret.” She sighed, longing washing over her features.

“So how’d you end up here?”

She pursed her lips. “Do you really wanna know?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t,” I said.

“Honest as ever,” she said with a small smile. “My husband and I got into financial problems. When he couldn’t handle them anymore, he left. I couldn’t pay the bills on my own.”

Vague, but then it wasn’t like we knew each other well enough to share our life stories. Even if half the world felt entitled to mine.

“So you’re here because you want my money?”

I should’ve known she wanted something from me. There always had to be something in it for her.

“No! I’d never ask for money from you.” A tear fell down her cheek and into her coffee. “You’re the only family I have left. I hoped…” She shook her head and stood, ready to leave. “Never mind. It was dumb.”

I stood up and blocked her path. “What was it?”

She sighed. “I’d hoped we could have some sort of relationship again. A better one. The amount of times I’ve replayed our argument in my head and handled it differently. I kick myself for it all the time. But I can’t change any of it. I only wish I could make it up to you.”

“I don’t need a parent. I’m doing just fine on my own,” I said.

“Yes, you are,” she agreed.

“But it looks like you could use a friend.”

She sat back down, her face scrunched up to suppress her tears. The waiter placed our sandwiches on the table then quickly scurried away, clearly scared off by my aunt’s outburst.

We ate our food in silence, my aunt quietly sobbing. She dabbed at her face with a napkin, but it didn’t take long before it was soaked. I handed her another one, feeling guilty I hadn’t helped her sooner. But then, how could I have if I didn’t know?

“You can stay at my place tonight if you want,” I offered.

“I wouldn’t want to put you out.”

I shrugged. “The offer’s there if you want it.”


*


In the end, she took it. I mean, how could she not? She needed somewhere to stay, and I’d offered it to her for free. Not to mention a thunderstorm was on its way. I’d stayed out in those. They were cold, scary, and hard to find shelter from. I also had a vague memory of her being afraid of thunder and lightning.

“This is a nice apartment,” she said as we walked through the front door.

“Thank you,” I said. “My roommate is away filming so you can have his room.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome to use the shower or have a bath. Whatever. There are some essential oils lying around somewhere. My roommate won’t mind if you use them,” I said.

Astin and I hadn’t lived together for long, but he was so laid back I wasn’t even sure he’d notice if someone used his stuff. He’d always said I was welcome to help myself to anything so long as I replaced it when it ran out. I wished his laid-back, hands-off attitude would rub off on me already.

“No no, normal soap and water are fine for me,” she said.

“Suit yourself,” I said.

I directed her to the bathroom, then got a bottle of whisky from the cupboard. Astin wouldn’t have been impressed if he was there, but what he didn’t know and all that.

But then, as I held the bottle up to my lips, I saw his face. Then Tate’s. Then Angela’s. Then Len’s. Sighing, I put it down. I’d had enough the last couple of days. If I wanted to talk to my aunt properly, I couldn’t do that with alcohol in my system. That wouldn’t help me or her. It would just cloud my judgment, which wouldn’t get me any answers or solutions.

I have no idea how long my aunt was in the shower. It wasn’t like I timed her to make her pay me back for the water bill or anything. But I was asleep on the sofa when she came back downstairs.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said.

I opened my eyes, looking up at her. She was wrapped in one of Astin’s bathrobes, which fitted her pretty well. I’d put her clothes in the machine to freshen them up, but most of them were only good for the bin.

Her skin was more luminous than it’d been when she’d gone upstairs, but it had the tell-tale lines and hyperpigmentation of stress and ageing. It didn’t matter that she was Black—stress and sun damage was real, regardless of skin color. It made me feel even worse, realizing she’d been suffering for longer than I probably knew, when I’d been in a position to help her. Was it my fault I hadn’t helped her sooner, or was it hers?

“It’s fine,” I said, sitting upright. “I shouldn’t have been napping anyway.”

“It’s late,” she said, perching on the chair beside the sofa. “I didn’t expect you to wait up for me.”

I shrugged. I didn’t know why I had. Having someone that I hadn’t seen in five years in my apartment weirded me out more than I wanted to admit.

My aunt stared at her lap, her hands clasped together. “I never wanted to replace your parents.”

What did that mean?

“That came out wrong. What I mean is, I wasn’t trying to be them. But I didn’t know how to parent either. I wasn’t cut out for it.” She scoffed. “I think we have proof of that.”

I wanted to reach out to her, but I resisted the urge. One conversation didn’t make up for everything that had happened between us. It didn’t make me suddenly like her or want to be around her more; I just didn’t like seeing someone I knew feel pain I was uncomfortably familiar with.

“Your parents loved you,” she said. “More than most parents do.”

I held back tears. I’d had half my life with parents and half my life without them. I’d been too young when they’d died to really remember most of what life was like with them. If it affected me—in a good or a bad way—I had no idea how.

My heart began to palpitate. Bile rose into my throat. Everything in my body tightened, as if preparing for an attack. I couldn’t talk about them. I wasn’t ready.

“I’m going to bed,” I said, standing up before I could feel any worse.

She flinched, widening her eyes at me. “Oh. Of course. I’m sorry. Good night, Jack.”

“Night.”


*


I didn’t sleep that night. I was too busy thinking about my aunt being asleep in the same building as me for the first time in over five years. How different would my life have turned out if she hadn’t kicked me out? Would I have had the same career? Would I have met Tate?

I knew the answers, of course. I’d only had those opportunities because of Melrose, someone who, ironically, I’d cut out of my life not that long ago. She’d been a kind of surrogate guardian for me, but when her jealousy had caused her to turn against me, the only thing I could do was block her out. It still hurt to think about it, given how close we’d once been, but there’d been no other option. I’d been kicked out of my beloved rented house because of her selfishness and jealousy. 

When it got to around six, I gave up. After going for a shower, I went downstairs to make breakfast. One thing I remembered about my dad was that he liked making blueberry pancakes, so I decided to prepare the batter, then my aunt and I could have some when she woke up.

She came downstairs just as I’d finished preparing everything.

“I thought I’d make pancakes,” I said, suddenly feeling self-conscious. What if she didn’t want pancakes? What if she couldn’t eat gluten anymore? Why hadn’t I thought of that?

“Good idea,” she said with a smile. “Do you have any coffee?”

“Only the expensive kind. My roommate will only have the machine stuff,” I said as I flicked it on to grind the beans.

“I wouldn’t want to take his expensive coffee—”

“Don’t worry about it. He won’t mind.” I grabbed a couple of mugs from the cupboard above the coffee machine. While the pan warmed up for the pancakes, I poured us both black coffees.

My aunt leaned against the counter, staring into her coffee while I made breakfast. I’d never cooked for her before. She’d hated other people in her kitchen when I was growing up, but it wasn’t like she could stop me in my own apartment.

Ten minutes later, when a pile of pancakes, blueberries, and maple syrup was laid out in front of her, she said, “Thank you,” then went over to the table to sit down and eat. I joined her with my food a few minutes later.

“These are wonderful,” she said.

“Thanks,” I said. “They’re about the only thing I make.”

“You don’t cook?”

“Not really. I don’t have much time. It’s hard being on the road all the time.”

“Oh. Of course,” she said, as if she’d forgotten what I did for a living. Had she? Would I always be a lost fifteen-year-old boy to her? “How is that going for you?”

“Um, fine,” I said. She’d always hated my love of music, so I felt like I had to downplay it somehow. Make out like it was no big deal even though it was basically my whole life and source of income. “What have you been doing since we last met? Other than—I mean—you know.”

Stupid, stupid, stupid. I might as well have just asked what made her homeless. It would’ve been more subtle.

“After you left, I met someone. He was a chef at the care home where I worked. We fell in love and we got married. But then…I started buying things. He didn’t like it because he said we didn’t need what I was buying. I disagreed, but he wouldn’t listen. We started struggling financially and our relationship didn’t survive.” She said it in a cold, clinical way. Like she had no emotional attachment to the situation whatsoever. It was disconcerting.

The way she said it sounded to me like she blamed him, even though she was the one with the spending problem. Joint finances, I’m guessing. I wouldn’t blame him for being pissed if she was wasting his money without even asking him about it. She’d had a penchant for spending money when she needed a pick-me-up when I was younger, so it didn’t surprise me that she’d caused her financial problems. It was an addiction, just like any other.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, keeping my tone even, then shoveling another forkful of pancake into my mouth to stop me from saying anything else. Did she even know she had a spending addiction? That it was no worse than what I went through every day?

“Is there anything else I can do to help?” I asked. “Do you want me to give you some money for an apartment—”

“No! Not at New York prices!”

“It doesn’t have to be here; it can be wherever you want,” I said.

Her plate empty, she relaxed back into the dining chair. “I guess that would be nice. But I can’t take your money from you.”

“How about we strike a deal for it, then?” I asked.

She narrowed her eyes. “What kind of deal?”

“I’ll pay for somewhere for you to live if you promise to go to rehab for your spending addiction.”

She jumped up out of the chair. “You hypocrite! You want to send me to rehab but you can’t stick with it yourself?”

“My problems haven’t gotten me into debt or made me homeless. You were the one who made me homeless.” It was a low blow, but I didn’t care. She deserved it. I was trying to help her. I wasn’t going to give money to someone who’d waste it on useless trash.

“Whatever. I’m not staying here if that’s what you want.”

“Fine. That’s your prerogative, your problem. Have a nice life.”

She was just as stubborn as I’d remembered. More interested in things that would damage her than things that would help her. And the more you told her those things were harmful, the more interested she was in them. It was a catch-22.

It also wasn’t my problem. I should’ve known trying to help someone was a bad idea. I had enough of my own crap to deal with.

Shoving everything of hers back in her rucksack, she stormed out of the apartment without another word.

Apparently I’d inherited Tate’s need to help people, but unlike her, I sucked at it.







Tate




Your silence speaks louder than any words you could say


I made a mistake and for that I’ll pay


I didn’t think it through when I didn’t know what to do 


And because of that I’m left without you.




— “Silence,” Tate Gardener




“Oh, you brought the dog,” said Maria as she walked into the conference room. I was already sitting in a chair, watching the door to the room as the rest of the attendees walked in. Moxie was in my arms, licking my cheeks. Luckily I’d found a dog-proof foundation.

“Would you like to stroke her?” I asked. Moxie wasn’t just my emotional support dog. She also stopped me from strangling my agent. Maria hated dogs, but since we weren’t on good terms, tormenting her didn’t bother me.

Maria recoiled. Because a dog barely the size of my head was going to maul her to death. I rolled my eyes. There was definitely something wrong with people who disliked dogs if you asked me. Even worse if the dog disliked the human.

Her jaw tense, Maria sat at the opposite end of the room to Moxie and me, right by the giant TV screen. We wouldn’t be needing it—as far as I knew—but that was as far as she could get away from me. And my dog. I wasn’t sure which of us she hated more. To be honest, I didn’t care. We weren’t exactly friends.

Mom entered the room, walked over to me, and stroked Moxie’s head. “Are you all right honey?” she said to me.

“I just want this over with,” I whispered.

“It will be soon, don’t worry.”

Soon wasn’t soon enough, but there was nothing I could do. Contracts had to be negotiated. We had to communicate through lawyers. And this meeting was meant to be a way to negotiate me out of the contract.

There were six of us against five. My mom and dad, my three lawyers, and me, sat on one side, while Maria, my manager Mike, head of my record label, Peter, and their two lawyers were on the other. After years of working together, this is what we’d been reduced to.

Mike had a forlorn look on his face and couldn’t meet my eye. Maria looked determined. She’d been the driving force behind all of this, I had no doubt about that. She’d become increasingly unhappy with the way I was acting and the way I wanted my career to go. Really it was a miracle we’d worked together so long. She was selfish and manipulative, and she didn’t care who she stepped on to get to where she wanted to go. It didn’t matter how many child stars she damaged along the way, so long as she got her money. Bitch.

Peter had an impeccable poker face. He’d always been hard to read and bad at communicating, but in that moment, his lack of an expression was unnerving.

“My clients have put together a proposal so that you can get out of your record contract as soon as possible. Once that’s sorted, we can progress with steps to separate you from your management contract,” said one their lawyers. She was a female with a sharp jaw and a deep voice. “It involves finishing the new album and promoting it.” She pushed a piece of paper over to Ella, whose hair was, once again, in a ponytail. I was sitting next to her, so I read it over her shoulder.

“No way. That’s too much,” I said.

My mom, who was on my other side, nudged me under the table. Oops. I wasn’t supposed to speak.

“The timeline for this is six months,” said Ella.

“Yes. We believe that’s ample time to finish the record, release it, and get as much promotion out of it as possible,” said Sharp Jaw.

I gave my lawyers a stony stare, hoping they’d understand what I was saying.

“No,” said the male lawyer in the middle of my line of lawyers. “We want out sooner than that.”

“How soon?”

Like yesterday. I resisted the urge to say that aloud. It wouldn’t help anything.

“May I speak with my lawyers privately for a moment please?” I said.

The lawyers all nodded, then Maria and her cronies left, leaving me alone with mine.

“I can do this in half the time,” I said.

Mom wiped at a smudge on the glass table with her sleeve. “That’s a big commitment.”

“It gets me out sooner. I’d rather do that and take the hit. At least then I can do whatever I want. I’m used to a fast pace, anyway,” I said.

“But after everything that’s happened lately,” said my dad.

“I can do it,” I promised.

“If you’re sure.” Dad nodded at my lawyers. One of them went outside. A moment later, Maria and co returned.

“Three months to finish and promote,” said my younger male lawyer.

Maria scoffed. “You think you can finish and promote it in three months when you’ve had this long?”

“Jack and I will write the last two songs,” I said. We worked well together. More importantly, Jack worked fast when he wanted to. And I knew he would for me.

Maria nodded. “That’s a good idea. If any other song on the album is going to be a hit, it will be one featuring him. Especially now that you’re back together.”

Of course she’d want to milk my relationship again. Sigh.

“So we’re in agreement?” said Ella. “Three months to finish and promote the record?”





Jack


The higher I climb the more it hurts to fall


But I never expected I’d have to lose it all


To find myself and what matters to me


But in life we don’t always get what we see.


— “Falling,” Jack Cuoco


After my aunt had called me a traitor and left, I’d gone off the deep end again and drank myself into a stupor. Angela had found me the next morning, passed out on the sofa. She’d made me breakfast, then listened while I spoke about what had happened. It was refreshing to have someone sit and listen without judgment. I mean, I knew that was what therapists were supposed to do, but they were ultimately doing it with an agenda: to fix you. Angela wasn’t like that.

When I was done, she put her hand on my knee. “I’m so sorry she acted that way. There’s nothing I can say or do to make up for it, but will you come and see Len and Mia with me?”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Yes.”

I argued some more, pointing out that she hadn’t wanted me to go into the house before because I’d been too drunk. She said I was sober enough that Mia wouldn’t notice, and Len would understand. So long as I showered first so I didn’t smell like a bar.

I quickly took a shower and changed, then we went back to Len and Angela’s. And I spent the day surrounded by people I genuinely loved. Mia insisted I give her another music lesson, then when we were done, Len and I took the dog for a walk.

Being out in the fresh air, seeing people out with their families…it made me miss a childhood I’d never had. First my parents had left me. Then my aunt had kicked me out. She’d been the reason I’d ended up where I was. I should’ve left her there, on the streets, instead of trying to help her. Why had I tried to help her? It wasn’t like she’d wanted my help anyway. She obviously wasn’t as desperate as she’d thought.

No. I couldn’t let her ruin things for me. I had to stop letting other people’s happy families make me miss what I’d never known. I needed to focus on what I had and learn to enjoy the moment.

I inhaled the mix of grass, pollen, and car fumes hanging in the air. I admired the red-brick buildings and the people chilling on the steps. I felt the thick cotton of Maddox’s leash in my hand as we walked.

Len didn’t know what had happened. I was too ashamed to tell him. Angela said she wouldn’t because it wasn’t her story to tell, and for that, I respected her. I was so used to being other people’s gossip fodder I’d forgotten what it felt like to have someone respect my privacy.

Len and I walked in happy silence, watching Maddox. He’d stop every few steps to sniff a lamppost, a wall, a plant, a patch of grass…usually that would’ve annoyed me, but for once, it didn’t. Watching him and embracing the moment was the calmest I’d felt in a long time.

That meant when I saw Tate the next day, I wasn’t a total mess. Which was good, because with everything she had going on, the last thing I wanted was to drag her down even more.

“Hey,” I said as Tate walked into the studio. She placed a holder containing two coffees onto the table. I stood up and put my hand on her waist, then kissed her. As I melted into her arms, my joints finally relaxed.

She pulled away from me and rested her head against my forehead. Her breath tickled my nose as she exhaled.

I put my hand on the back of her head and ran my fingers through her hair. “We’ll get through this.”

“Will we?” she said, her voice faint.

“Of course we will! We’ve faced worse than this.”

She straightened up. “You’re right. You’re totally right.” She squared her shoulders. “We can do this. We can do this.” She sat in the chair next to mine.

I sat back down too. I really wanted to tell her about the aunt thing, since, you know, it was a big deal. What I didn’t want to tell her was that I’d had a total meltdown because of it, but she’d probably figured it out since most of the text responses she’d had for the last few days had been half-assed while I’d wallowed in self-pity.

“Before we start, I should tell you something,” I said.

“What?” she said, her face growing concerned. So that was the wrong way to start the conversation. Oops.

“I saw my aunt.”

Tate’s jaw fell. She leaned forward in the chair. “As in the aunt?”

I laughed. “I only have one.”

“What happened?”

I filled her in on everything—except for getting drunk after seeing my aunt, that wasn’t relevant—and she listened intently. When I finished, for the first time since we’d met, she sat in silence. Had I made Tate Gardener speechless?

She sipped her obnoxiously complicated coffee and stared at me. “I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry she didn’t accept your help. It was sweet of you to offer.”

“Did I do the right thing? Should I have helped her regardless of the rehab thing?”

She reached over and touched my leg. “You did what you thought was right, that’s what matters. If she chose not to accept your help—and it sounds like it’s help she needs—that’s her problem, not yours. If she
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