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AUTHOR'S NOTE




This isn’t your typical love story.

No, really. I’m not just saying that as a cringy marketing hook.

“Hollywood Gossip” (the series) is one love story told over six books. Because I like to make work for myself as both a writer and a marketer. That means you’re in for lots of ups and downs, steamy scenes and heartbreaks, and the odd cliffhanger.

Consider each book like an episode of a TV show, where it takes you on a journey but leaves you with questions that are answered in the next instalment. You may not always like the characters and their decisions but you’ll love the journey they take you on.

If you’ve read the “What Happens in…” books, you’ll know that Tate and Jack are renowned for their on/off romance. This book explores the origins of that, starting before “What Happens in…” when these characters were in their late teens, and ending after when they’re in their mid-twenties. You can read that series first, or start with this. It’s up to you. I’ve structured the universe so that you can choose your own love story, if you will.

A list of content warnings are available on my blog: http://kristinaadamsauthor.com/hgcontentwarning

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

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




I’m here to make mistakes


I’m here to make you irate


So this opportunity I’ll take


To say I’m sorry


For any future mistakes




— “F*** Up,” Jack Cuoco




“Jack, if you don’t get your lazy ass down here right now it’s gonna get fired and you’ll end up living back at home with your parents! Is that what you want?”

Apparently my manager, Larry, hadn’t got the memo that my parents were long dead. Although he might’ve been on to something about my ending up with them if my downward spiral continued. Not that I cared.

Larry had no right to wake me up at such an ungodly hour—it was almost noon, but I hadn’t gotten home until seven that morning, and the day before I’d been up at six, so I fully intended to catch up on lost sleep. Larry, however, didn’t care.

“Fired, Jack,” he repeated as he slammed the front door behind him. Why had I given him a key? “If you get fired that means no more pretty ladies or gentleman callers. No more paying for whatever you do on those crazy nights out of yours. No more living in a fancy house all alone.”  

I didn’t like the sound of that. But that still didn’t mean that I was going to move.

Larry’s footsteps echoed through the empty house as he reached the top of the stairs. He entered my bedroom. I wasn’t there. I was in the tub. I’d stumbled in, had a piss, then climbed into it because it was the nearest thing I could find.

My clothes were coated with I was afraid to remember what, and they smelled of BO and other mysterious odors. My hair was matted like a poodle that hadn’t been groomed in a decade. I couldn’t even remember the night before. Except that it’d been a blast.

“Jack? Where the fuck are you?”

“Fuck off,” I mumbled, rolling over and curling up into the fetal position.

“There you are!” Larry cried, opening the bathroom door. Damn. I’d hoped he’d check the rest of the rooms first. I shouldn’t have said anything.

“Why the fuck are you in the tub? And what the hell is that smell? Did something die in here?”

“I said fuck off!”

Larry reached over and put the plug in. He then turned the shower and tap on. Cold water splashed everywhere. I squirmed. “I want you downstairs and clean in ten minutes. You got that?”

I reached over to turn the tap off but slipped, falling face down. The plug hit me in the face. “I hate you,” I said as I lifted my head.

“Good. That’s the way it should be.” Larry tossed a towel at me. It landed on my head like a veil. “I’ll be waiting in the kitchen.” He closed the door and left me alone in the bathroom. It was his own fault if I drowned.

I slowly undressed, cursing my manager for getting my dry-clean only Levi’s shirt soaking wet. The dry cleaner could get the stains out. Probably.

I turned the tap off and took the plug out. If I needed to be downstairs so fast, I needed a shower.

As I stood up, I began to shake. The idea of a bath stopped seeming so insane, so I replaced the plug and turned the tap back on. I sat under the trickling water from the shower, letting it wash off the remnants of the night before.

Slowly, I reached for the soap, then the shampoo. The longer I was awake, the more my head throbbed like someone was constantly banging a wooden mallet against it.

What the fuck had I taken?

Larry knocked on the bathroom door. “Jack? You all right in there?” He obviously didn’t trust me not to drown.

“Uh…yeah. Just need some aspirin, that’s all,” I replied, sinking farther into the tub.

“All right. I’ll do you some breakfast. Bacon and eggs OK?”

“No breakfast please,” I begged. Just thinking about it made me nauseous.

“You need to eat something to absorb all that crap from last night. I’ll see you downstairs.”

At the thought of having to eat something, I vomited. My naked torso and legs were covered in a rainbow of colors. The bath took on a strange hue from mixing it all together. I pulled out the plug and stood up underneath the shower. Leaning against the wall because I was too weak to stand, I rinsed myself off. 

I didn’t even bother getting dressed when I went downstairs. I met Larry in the kitchen and sat casually on a stool, clutching my head.

Noticing I was naked, Larry rolled his eyes. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen me walk around in my birthday suit. He was probably immune to it. If it were anyone else, I would’ve been offended.

Larry shoved half a slice of toast under my nose. “If you’re not careful, you’re gonna get fired.”

“I know. You already said that.”

I reluctantly took a bite of the toast, knowing that Larry wouldn’t let pills anywhere near me until I’d eaten something, no matter how small it might be. He was such a killjoy.

“Well I’m serious. The record company won’t put up with much more of this. You’ve missed enough studio time as it is. When they pay big bucks for you to work with the likes of Tate Gardener, they expect you to show up. Please Jack, I’m begging you, get yourself cleaned up.”

Tate Gardener was the person everyone wanted to work with right now. She was a child star turning into a force to be reckoned with. She could act, sing, dance, and she had a head for business. Oh, and if that wasn’t enough, she’d come from money: her dad was one of the most powerful producers in Hollywood. Life just came easy to some.

“I just had a shower, what more do you want?”

“Don’t be a smart ass. That’s not what I meant.”

“Don’t I need to be at work? Isn’t that why you woke me up?”

Larry, who had been fighting with the coffee maker, shoved an espresso under my nose. “I bought you some time. They need you by half one. You’ve got next week off, can’t you save the hard partying until then? Or better yet—”

“Not party at all. Yeah I gotcha.”

“Now will you please put some clothes on so that we can leave?” said Larry.

I rolled my eyes but did as he said. I pulled on the first clean things I could find from my bedroom floor, then went back downstairs to find him nursing an espresso.

“Where’s the car?” I said, expecting a taxi to be pulling up at any minute. I had a car, but I hated parking so I didn’t drive it unless I was running late.

“I’m driving. I thought we could have a little man-to-man chat.”

Just the thought of being in Larry’s Mustang and having him talk to me as though he was some kind of father figure made me need a drink really, really badly.

I excused myself, claiming that I needed the bathroom again—I kind of did, actually—then found my stash of vodka inside an empty Tylenol box in the bathroom cupboard. I gulped it all down, making a mental note to refill it when I got home later.

I returned the box to its spot in the cupboard then plodded down the stairs. The sooner I got the day over with, the sooner I could be left in peace.

“Ready to go?” Larry asked on my return, handing me a flask filled with one huge black coffee. Just the way I liked my coffee: strong. Same as everything else in life, actually.

“Sure. Let’s get this shit over with,” I said with a sigh, following Larry outside to his car.


*


My head was pounding when we pulled up outside the studio. I’d managed to convince Larry to give me some aspirin, but he’d been tight and only let me have one. I doubted it’d do much. He insisted I needed hydration instead, so we’d stopped off at a store to pick up a bottle of water. I’d sat in the car like a child, waiting for him. What was I, the rebellious teenager who didn’t even get to go into the store in case he bought something he shouldn’t? I swear Larry thought he was my mom or something. The painkillers needed to kick in and fast.

As I was guided toward the studio doors by Larry—didn’t he trust me to get there on my own?—I noticed someone out of the corner of my eye. “Hold on,” I said, jerking my head in his direction. Larry didn’t respond, but he hung back.

A man was huddled outside a nearby doorway, wrapped in a massive blanket with a Pit Bull curled up beside him. When I approached him, he recoiled. The dog lifted its head and stared at me as if trying to figure me out.

“‘Sup man,” I said.

“Hi,” he said, recoiling further.

“Hey, it’s cool. We’re cool,” I said, holding up my palms to show I had nothing in them. Then I got my wallet out of my pocket and handed him a fifty. I didn’t have much money myself, but at least I had some place to stay. I knew that no matter what I did, I had a home to go back to. He didn’t. He had a few blankets, a rucksack, and a dog. “Look after yourself.”

“Are you sure? I mean—”

“Take it. Spend it on what you need. No judgment here.” I smiled at him, gave the dog a quick rub behind the ears, then returned to Larry.

“That was real sweet of you, kid.”

“No need to sound so surprised,” I said, pushing the studio doors open.


*


I entered the studio and found that I wasn’t the only one scheduled to be in there that day. In the control room was a middle-aged blonde woman. She was sitting with a paperback on her lap and a bored expression on her face. She looked a lot like Tate Gardener.

Oh shit. She looked pissed. And I’d already blown Tate off once in favor of nursing a hangover. No wonder Larry had been such a nag.

We shared the same record label and they’d decided we’d be able to write a great song together. I wasn’t sure. She had a record for releasing teeny bopper songs that were nothing like what I had any interest in writing.

Her TV show was even worse. Well, it had matured over the years, but all teen soap operas were alike: the same plots, the same companies falling over themselves for advertising slots.

“Oh. You’re finally here I see,” said Tate’s mom. She looked me up and down, then walked out. Larry disappeared outside too, finally making me feel like a grownup again.

I looked through the glass into the recording booth. Tate was standing in front of a microphone with her eyes closed. She swayed her hips to the music, her long blonde hair moving with her. Her voice had a sweetness to it that made her seem innocent, but every so often there’d be a hint of something naughty in there. 

I sank into the chair, unable to take my eyes from her. She wore jeans and a Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt, but she looked like a princess. She moved her hands as she sang, so into the music that she was still oblivious to my presence. The song was nothing like what I’d heard of her music in the past. It made her vocals sound haunting and more mature. It was almost a dance song too. My forte.

It wasn’t until the song finished and she opened her eyes that she saw me watching her. She flinched. Then grimaced.

“My god, what happened to you?”

“Good question,” I replied. I tried to run my fingers through my matted hair, but they got stuck halfway through. I yanked my hand away and stared at it in dismay. 

“You don’t remember?” asked Tate.

“Nope,” I replied. “Wish I did. It must’ve been awesome.”

Tate frowned. “Are you sure you’re up to this?”

No, I wasn’t, but I knew an opportunity when I saw one. And working with someone like her was one hell of an opportunity. Even if I had fucked it up once already. “What were you singing?”

She shrugged. “Just something I’ve been working on. I’m not sure on it.”

“It’s got potential, just needs some work.”

She wrinkled her nose. Cute. “How dare you come in here and insult my song!”

Shit.

“You said you weren’t sure on it! I was agreeing with you!”

She marched out of the recording booth, then joined me in the control room. It made the small space feel even smaller as she gesticulated wildly, scorning me like I was a naughty child and she was the teacher. “You turn up late to our recording session, then you come in and insult something I’m trying to develop to fill the time we were supposed to be working together? Who, exactly, do you think you are?”

I stared at her. Wow. Talk about diva mode. How was I supposed to respond to a question like that? I was just some guy that liked making music. I hadn’t asked to work with her.

“Well? Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

“Could you turn your screechy voice down a notch or two please? It’s going right through my headache,” I said, massaging my temples.

She squealed, stamping her foot on the floor. Ow. That screech made things worse. I clutched my forehead. “Seriously. Is communicating in a pitch that only dogs can hear really necessary?”

“How dare you speak to me like that!”

“Um, sorry?”

She scoffed. “Next time you try to apologize to someone, you might want to try sounding more sincere.”

“I’ll work on that,” I said.

She looked me up and down, her expression dripping with judgment. I knew I looked bad. It wasn’t like it was my choice to be there. “You need to. You should work on wearing jeans that fit you too. Those are a size too big.”

I turned to look at my ass. Not easy while sitting down, but it looked fine to me. “They are?”

“Yeah. Something tighter would be more flattering on your figure,” she said. “Why do so many people wear clothes in the wrong size?”

“I don’t know,” I said. I hadn’t known I was one of them until a minute ago.

“I’m going to go find some food while you…” She looked me up and down again. “…Wake up, or take something for your headache, or something. Do you want anything?”

“No. Thank you.”

She stomped out of the studio, her red heels looking like weapons.

I stretched my aching joints. That felt a little better, but what I really needed was a nap. Where would be a good place to lie down where people wouldn’t notice? My eyes fell to a table in the corner of the room.
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Tate




Bubble-bubble-bubblegum pop


That’s the kind of music that I rock


It makes people happy, makes them less blue


That’s why I do what I do




— “Bubblegum Pop,” Tate Gardener




I cleared my throat. I’d come back from lunch to find Jack asleep under a table in the control room. He’d pulled his orange floral bomber jacket over his head, no doubt to block out the bright lights. 

He looked up at me sheepishly through his deep brown eyes. His afro had been squashed by the floor he’d fallen asleep on, but it looked like it had seen better days anyway. It was in need of some serious moisturization. Those split ends needed to be cut, too.

While I admired his devil-may-care attitude, so far I wasn’t impressed with his work ethic. We had a song to record and only two days to do it. If he wasn’t going to help me, or he was going to slow things down, I’d have to find someone else.

“I…uh…hi,” he said. He tried to sit up but hit his head on the table instead. Idiot. “Who put that there?”

“Who put you there?” I said, scowling. I’d been gone less than half an hour and he’d fallen asleep? And not even in a chair, but under a table! Lazy much?

He crawled out from under the table then sat on one of the swivel chairs beside the controls. Instead of looking like he was actually interested in working together, he rested his elbows on the desk and his head in his hands. He smelled like a bottomless vat of vodka. It was disgusting.

“Excuse you?” I said.

“Hmm?” he said, tilting his head toward me.

“We have a song to write,” I reminded him.

“Oh. Yeah.” He turned his head back so that his palms were pressing into his eyes.

I crossed my arms over my chest and tapped my foot.

He turned and glared at me. “Do you mind? That’s really annoying.”

Wow.

“He-llo? Have you forgotten why we’re here? Are you even going to try to get some work done today?” I asked.

He didn’t move. At least if he hadn’t shown up I could’ve gotten some more done. With him there and blocking half the controls—and ruining the atmosphere—staying was a waste of time.

I wasn’t working with someone who didn’t even want to work with me and who had serious personal hygiene issues. I’d worked hard to build my career. I wasn’t going to let some nobody waste my time because he was too drunk to put any real work in.

I had people queuing up to work with me. I didn’t need someone like him. Whether the label wanted us to work together or not. I’d simply tell them it was impossible to work with him because he was lazy and a time waster. They’d understand. My time was worth too much money to them for it to be wasted by anyone, let alone someone who’d had a successful but since-forgotten debut album. He wasn’t going down the right path if he wanted to build a career in the music industry. In any industry, for that matter.

I walked out. I wasn’t even sure if he noticed. Did he know who I was?

Did he care?

I took my phone from my pocket and called the one person I knew would listen. “Drinks?” I said as I summoned a taxi.

“When and where?”


*


An hour later I was in a bar with my best friend, Trinity Gold. We’d grown up in the spotlight together. If anyone understood working with a useless idiot like Jack, it was her.

“He’s vile, Tri. I can’t believe they want me to work with him,” I said as we stood at the bar, waiting for our drinks. The nice thing about being famous was that in certain places, you could get served at any age. OK maybe that wasn’t such a good thing if you were really young, but in certain countries—like the UK—I was old enough to drink. It was so annoying that it would be another two years before I could legally drink in New York.

“They must think you can come up with something amazing or they wouldn’t have organized it,” said Trinity. She twirled a lock of curly black hair around her finger. She usually did that when she was flirting.

Ah, there was a cute guy from some soap opera a few feet away from us. Now the hair flick and the way she was adjusting her cleavage made sense.

“Where are our drinks?” I asked, tapping my foot. “Has the bartender gone to make the rum himself?”

Trinity snorted. “You don’t have to like someone to work with them, you know.”

“No, I guess not.” And she knew better than anyone—she’d hated her former co-star for years and still worked with him. “But it makes things harder, you know that.”

She looked over at the cute guy again. He was so her type.

She inched toward him. He grinned. With her curvy figure, deep brown eyes and long, luscious hair, she was most guys’ wet dreams.

A woman walked up to the cute guy and put her arm around him. The cute guy whispered in her ear and gestured to Trinity. The woman smirked. Trinity grinned back. Well, I knew what her plans were for later.

“I am going to raid this bar myself in a minute if they don’t hurry up!” I leaned over the bar, glad I was wearing jeans and not a mini skirt.

The bartender rounded the corner and returned into sight as I was reaching over to grab a bottle. I slid off the bar and back onto my Miu Miu stilettos, my cheeks flushed. Trinity sniggered beside me.

“Here you are. Two rum and cokes,” said the bartender, glaring at me. I glared back.

“Come on,” said Trinity, picking up our drinks and turning away from the bar.

“I was about to tell that bartender how we’re supposed to be treated!” I said.

“Yeah, that’s why we’re going to find a table instead,” said Trinity. She picked one as far away from the bar as she could, then sat down. “So, do you think you can finish this song with Jack or not?”

“Finish it?” I said with a snort. “We haven’t even started it!” I wasn’t counting the part I’d written myself; Jack and I didn’t have to work on that, it was something I’d been playing around with while I’d waited for him so that I didn’t waste studio time.

“Well do you think you can start it then?” she asked, her eyes flitting to the cute soap-opera guy. He met her gaze and smiled.

“No, but it’s not like anyone will give me a choice,” I said, sipping my drink. Ah. Much better.

“Then find a way to make it work in your favor,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you both want the same thing—to write a killer song. You have the same goal, but you’re fighting each other to achieve it because you work in different ways. You need to find a way that works for both of you.”

“Which is what?”

“How should I know? I don’t even know the guy. But I do know you,” she said. She sipped her drink, her expression saying that she wanted to say more but didn’t want to offend me.

“What? What did you leave hanging at the end of that sentence?”

She put her drink down. “You can be somewhat…judgmental. If the rumors are true, Jack’s got more baggage than most people. Even me. So try giving him a break. You don’t know what he’s been through.”

“Give him a break! He showed up late then fell asleep under a table!”

Trinity sniggered. “Well, you have to give him points for character.”

“This isn’t a competition.”

“Everything in life is a competition. You just have to figure out how the scoring works.”
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Jack




Didn’t I warn you?


I’ll make mistakes


That’s the risk


You’ll have to take




— “F*** Up,” Jack Cuoco




I got home and fell asleep. The next thing I knew, the sun was up again and it was the following morning. It was the best I’d slept in what felt like months.

As I was adjusting to the daylight, my phone deafened me with the default Apple ringtone. Had I made it that loud? Had Larry done it to make sure I didn’t sleep through his calls? I wouldn’t have put it past him.

“Where’s the emergency? What happened?” I said, sitting upright so fast the room started spinning.

Larry’s laugh echoed down the phone line. Dick. “Well at least I know how to get your attention in the future.”

“What do you want?” I said, lying back down.

“Your cooperation,” said Larry.

Not that again. I sighed. Rolling over, I pulled the duvet over my head and put my phone on speaker.

“I got a call from the record label. They want to know why they didn’t get anything from you and Tate yesterday. They want to know that their money is being well spent.”

I waited for him to continue, since it felt like his lecture wasn’t over.

“If you don’t get something to them by the end of today, you’re done.”

I sat up again. “What?”

“You heard me. They want evidence that you’re providing the service they’re paying you for. Record a song with Tate or say goodbye to your luxury lifestyle and go back to life on the streets.”

Whoa. Low blow. Thanks for the reminder. Not.

“But it’s not that simple,” I said.

“Not that simple?” he said. “What’s complicated about it? Did you get any work done yesterday?”

Erm…

“Jesus, Jack,” he said, taking my silence as a no. “Do you have any idea what working with someone like Tate Gardener could do for your career? You could have even more money and be invited to even better parties with someone like her on your side.”

Better parties? I hadn’t thought about that…

“But you’d rather fuck up this opportunity because you’re too drunk to give a shit,” he said. I pictured him standing in front of me, rolling his eyes in disapproval. He did that a lot.

“I don’t want to fuck it up!” I said. My voice squeaked. Actually squeaked. I sounded like a child.

“Then prove it,” said Larry. “And prove it fast.”


*


Great. Just great.

How was I supposed to fix things with Tate after what I’d done? She’d made it pretty clear when she’d left that she was annoyed at me. I could hardly blame her. I had fallen asleep under a table. That carpet had been more comfortable than it had looked.

But not the point.

After spending longer than I was willing to admit pacing around my apartment trying to decide what to do, I failed to come up with a better option than begging. It was pathetic. I was meant to be charming, intelligent, and creative. Begging wasn’t any of those things.

But I was desperate.

I couldn’t get dropped by the label. I had to produce something new that people liked, or I was done. I needed to remind them of why I was such a good investment. After recent events—like my repeatedly turning up late, or drunk, or both—they weren’t convinced. I didn’t feel I was as bad as they made out, but they were the decision makers so I had to do what they wanted. For the most part, anyway.

Turning up to a recording hungover—I wasn’t drunk, despite what Tate thought—with someone like Tate Gardener was one of the worst things I could’ve done. She was one of the biggest stars in the country, if not the world. If I pissed her off, there was a high chance I’d get blacklisted.

Why hadn’t I thought about that before deciding to go out with Melrose the night before? She was such a bad influence. But she had taken me in when I’d been homeless. She was always there to help people, she just really liked to party too. It was probably where I’d gotten my love of parties from.

Was there a party on later?

No. No parties. I needed to focus on getting Tate to work with me again!

There was just one problem: I had no idea how to get a hold of her.
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Tate




Music is a part of me


It’s all I want to do


It’s like I’ve found the glue


That fixes me when I’m blue




— “Music is My Everything,” Tate Gardener




The following morning, my head was a little sore. Trinity and I had followed her new soap star friend and his partner to another club, then I’d started to feel like a spare part around all their flirting. So I’d drank too much.

Then I’d realized what I was doing when I saw them sucking face and decided it was time to sober up and go home.

Despite the hangover, emotionally, I felt better.

Trinity was right—you couldn’t always work with people you liked, but it wasn’t even about whether or not I liked him. He was completely useless. And I intended to tell the record label that. My phone rang at seven, just as I was deciding what to wear for the day.

“How’d it go yesterday?” asked Mike, my manager.

“It didn’t,” I said.

I sat on the edge of my bed and stared at my outfit options: pink wrap dress, jeans and halterneck, shorts and a jumper. What was the weather like? I wanted to look good but I didn’t want to freeze.

“What happened?”

“I’ve met dogs with better work ethics,” I said. “He was drunk and disgusting. I’m not working with him. Why do you even want me to work with someone like that? Doesn’t it go against the ‘clean and wholesome’ image you’re so keen on?”

That I was growing increasingly resentful of, and he knew it.

“Just because he helps on the song that doesn’t mean we have to publicize that he’s on it. Look at Pharrell. No one knows half of what he’s worked on. You and Jack can work on the song together, then you go your separate ways. He may be a colossal fuck up, but he’s good at what he does. Have you listened to his stuff?”

“So you admit he’s a waste of space then?” I said.

“Just listen to what he’s released,” said Mike. “And you’re still working with him.”

“But—”

Mike hung up before I could argue. Asshat.

I stood up and stared at my outfit options for the day. No. I didn’t like any of them. It was time to rethink.

It was February in New York, and choosing what to wear was always a chore because I had to look my best while catering to the unpredictable weather.

I grabbed my favorite pair of jeans, a fitted slogan T-shirt, and a blazer. Perfect.

My cleaner would put away my rejected outfit choices, so I went into the bathroom and began applying my makeup.

Taking Mike’s advice, I went online and found a couple of Jack’s songs to play in the background while I finished getting ready.

OK, so they weren’t bad. They were pretty catchy. How had someone who was so irritating written something so good?

I was just finishing off my foundation when my phone rang. Again. It wasn’t a number I recognized, but it was a New York number. Curious, I picked up.

“You answered.”

“I’m sorry, who is this?”

“It’s Jack. Sorry. Your manager gave my manager your number.”

“Of course he did,” I mumbled. Did he not understand that it was his job to shield me from calls I didn’t want? Did he not get that a call from someone who was completely useless—a point which I thought I’d made very clear—was on that list?

“I wanted to apologize for yesterday. That was completely out of character for me,” he said. It hadn’t seemed out of character. When I’d gotten home, I’d googled him to see what I could find out. If the rumors were true—and there was nearly always something that sparked the rumors—his baggage was so big it wouldn’t fit in a 747.

“You fell asleep,” I reminded him.

“I was tired.”

“You were drunk.”

“Just a little hungover.”

“You were drunk,” I said.

“Maybe a little.”

“A little? I’ve been in bars that don’t smell as strongly of alcohol as you did.”

“I didn’t smell of alcohol!”

“Whatever,” I said. “I don’t have time to waste on people like you. I’ve already told the record label that I don’t want to work with you. Good luck with your career, Jack.” My finger reached for the end call button.

“No! Please,” he begged. “They’re threatening to fire me if I don’t get something to them by the end of today!”

“And you don’t deserve that?”

“OK. Harsh. Does anyone deserve to be fired?”

“Yes. People who are bad at their jobs. Turning up late to a recording session then falling asleep under a table so that we achieve nothing is being bad at your job, is it not?”

“You were the one who walked out before I had a chance to wake up.”

“You’re impossible. I’m hanging up now.”

“No! Please. I swear, if you give me an hour we can write something great. I know we can.”

“Can you stay awake for an hour, or am I too boring for you?”

“You’re not boring.”

He fell silent. I chose not to fill the silence. I had the power in the situation, and it was important that he knew it. If I didn’t try to fill the silence, he would eventually because my lack of a reply would drive him mad. And it did.

“I’m sorry, OK? I fucked up. I do that a lot. I really want to work with you, and I’m not just saying that to sound obsequious.”

“Sure you’re not.”

“I’m not! Please. Just give me one more chance. All I need is an hour.”

I sighed. “Fine. You have one hour. If you’re still wasting my time by the end of it, I’m telling the label that we’re done.”

“And if I’m not wasting your time by the end of it?”

“We’ll see.”
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Jack


I’ve got one chance


If I fuck it up


It’s goodbye


— “One Chance,” Jack Cuoco


I tried my best to stay sober, but I really needed a drink to calm my nerves. So I just had a little to take the edge off things. Who was Tate to judge? It was an open secret that her best friend was a cocaine addict.

I arrived at the studio early, even going as far as to ask Tate’s manager what her regular coffee order was so that I could have one waiting for her when she arrived. She’d left behind a recording of her work in progress, so I started tinkering with it while I waited for her. I was listening to my additions when she walked in.

“Is that my song?” she said.

Her mother hovered behind her, gave me a cursory glare, then sat down outside the control room. She was an odd one.

“Yeah,” I said. I handed her the coffee. “And that’s your obnoxious coffee order.”

“How do you know what coffee I drink?”

Funny how she didn’t deny that her half-caf extra hot hazelnut latte with coconut milk was obnoxious. “Asked your manager.”

“You’re very chummy with him.”

I shrugged. “I’m very charming.”

She raised an eyebrow in disbelief.

“I am! You just haven’t seen that side of me yet,” I said.

“All right then,” she said, sitting beside me. “Show me how charming and talented you are.”
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