

Contents



	Also by Kristina Adams

	Copyright

	Title page

	Get your Very Important Readers Exclusive

	Help and Advice

	1 - Tate

	2 - Tate

	3 - Tate

	4 - Jack

	5 - Tate

	6 - Jack

	7 - Tate

	8 - Tate

	9 - Tate

	10 - Jack

	11 - Tate

	12 - Jack

	13 - Tate

	14 - Jack

	15 - Tate

	16 - Tate

	17 - Jack

	18 - Tate

	19 - Jack

	20 - Jack

	21 - Tate

	22 - Tate

	23 - Tate

	24 - Jack

	25 - Jack

	26 - Jack

	27 - Tate

	28 - Jack

	29 - Tate

	30 - Jack

	31 - Tate

	32 - Tate

	33 - Jack

	34 - Jack

	35 - Tate

	36 - Tate

	37 - Jack

	38 - Jack

	39 - Jack

	40 - Jack

	41 - Jack

	42 - Jack

	43 - Tate

	44 - Jack

	45 - Jack

	46 - Tate

	Help and Advice

	What Happens in New York preview

	Hollywood Romance

	Hollywood Nightmare

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author

	Also by Kristina Adams






  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  








Also by Kristina Adams







What Happens in Hollywood Universe




What Happens in…

What Happens in New York

What Happens in London

Return to New York

What Happens in Barcelona

What Happens in Paphos




Hollywood Gossip

Hollywood Gossip

Hollywood Parents

Hollywood Drama

Hollywood Destiny

Hollywood Heartbreak

Hollywood Romance




Standalones

Behind the Spotlight

Hollywood Nightmare




Boxsets

Welcome to the Spotlight

What Happens in… books 1 and 2

What Happens in… books 3 - 5

What Happens in… the Complete Collection

Hollywood Gossip books 1 - 3




Afterlife Calls (as K.C. Adams)

The Ghost Hunter’s Haunting

The Ghost’s Call

The Mummy’s Curse

The Necromancer’s Secret

The Witch’s Sacrifice

The Mean Girl’s Murder




Nonfiction

How to Write Believable Characters

Writing Myths

Productivity for Writers




Copyright © 2023 Kristina Adams

All rights reserved. 




This book or any part of it must not be reproduced or used in anyway without written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations used in a book review.

First published in 2022. This edition published in 2023.

ISBN: 9798201925819

Cover image by JuliaBliznyakova from Adobe Stock. Cover design by Kristina Adams.



















Hollywood Heartbreak

Book five of the Hollywood Gossip series. Part of the What Happens in Hollywood Universe.










Kristina Adams







Get your Very Important Readers Exclusive




Discover what happened to Liam during his rehab and recovery by downloading The Real World today.




Available exclusively to mailing list subscribers at: www.kristinaadamsauthor.com/the-real-world 







Help and Advice




If you, or someone you know, is dealing with any of the issues covered in this book, please, please reach out to the following places for help and advice:




Samaritans (UK)

https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/contact-samaritan 




Mind (UK)

https://www.mind.org.uk/about-us/contact-us 




Beat Eating Disorders (UK)

https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk 




BeyondBlue (Australia)

https://www.beyondblue.org.au/who-does-it-affect/young-people/helpful-contacts-and-websites 




Black Dog Institute (Australia)

https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au 




National Suicide Prevention Line (US)

https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org




Addiction Center (US)

https://www.addictioncenter.com 




Canadian Mental Health Association (Canada)

https://cmha.ca




Mind Beacon (Canada)

https://www.mindbeacon.com 







1

Tate




“I should’ve known this would happen when she asked for more freedom.”

“We can’t always be there for her, Rosalind. She has to learn to stand on her own some time.”

“Really? Really, Victor? Your solution to our daughter’s eating disorder is to abandon her?” My mom’s voice went up; it almost sounded like she was shrieking.

I wanted to pull the flimsy white sheet over my head to block out their arguing, but that would’ve indicated to them that I was awake. Which would’ve meant more nagging and attention, and all I really wanted was to be alone.

So instead, I lay in the hospital bed, helpless to stop them from arguing.

My dad sighed. “Don’t twist my words. Of course we have to be there for her, but we can’t make her better. There’s no magic spell to fix this. She has to want to get better.”

“And you’re saying she doesn’t?”

There was nothing to get better from. They were overreacting and they really needed to shut up because they were giving me a headache. As if the bright hospital lights weren’t bad enough already.

I liked my food a certain way. I didn’t eat as much as some people. I liked to be in control. So what?

“I don’t know,” said Dad, “but it sure doesn’t seem like it to me.”

Someone cleared their throat. My mom gasped, clearly unimpressed at being interrupted during her latest tirade at my dad. Had they been like that while they were still married? How had they hidden their hatred for each other from me for so long?

“Mr and Mrs Gardener, I’m Dr McCall.”

“Thank you for seeing us, doctor,” said my dad.

Great. They had another doctor in to see me. I’d been poked and prodded enough since Jack had called an ambulance. Where was he, anyway? What, the coward had had me admitted then fucked off? He’d better not have.

“How are you feeling, Tate?” asked Dr McCall.

“Oh, she’s asleep,” said my mom.

The doctor laughed. “No, she isn’t.”

Damn. My cover was blown.

I squinted my eyes open and looked up into deep brown eyes. The doctor kept her space from me, but it was clear she was analyzing every part of me. 

“Why is everyone making such a big deal about this?”

“Do you remember what happened?” probed Dr McCall. Why did it feel like she could see right through me?

“It’s a little fuzzy, but, erm, I think…wait. Did I pass out? Oh my god, Moxie! Is she OK?” I tried to sit up, but everything went blurry. Hands forced me to lie back down.

“Moxie is safe with your assistant,” said my mom.

Oh thank god. Maddy would take good care of her. Moxie loved Maddy.

But how could I reassure my dog that I was fine? She must’ve been so worried when I passed out. She was just a dog; she didn’t understand.

“Do you remember what happened after you passed out?” continued Dr McCall.

What was with all the questions?

“Can I sleep, please?” I said, trying to be as polite as possible. I didn’t have the energy to argue.

Dr McCall maintained one hell of a poker face. If she ever wanted a change of career, she would’ve been an amazing model. She even had the cheekbones for it. “Soon. We’re going to get a tube—”

“NO!”

A nurse walking past glanced in at my outburst, but carried on walking as if it was totally normal. I guess it probably was in a hospital.

“Right now, Tate, you have two choices. You can choose to live, or you can choose to die. If you continue down your current path, your body will eat away at your muscles, then your internal organs, because you won’t have anything else in your system for it to feed on.”

My mom let out a strangled sob. Even my dad looked like he was about to cry. The one time my parents agreed on something, and it was because they were both worried about me and why I was in a hospital bed. They were such drama queens. I was totally fine.

I mean, other than barely being able to stand upright and having no energy to function.

Was Dr McCall right?

It would be nice to have energy to sing, act, dance, and live again. To spend time with my fans and actually focus on what they were saying without it taking every last grain of energy I had.

But how could I do that? Was I even capable of it?

“If you don’t like the idea of a feeding tube, you could change direction. Which will it be?”


*


Like I really had a choice. Whenever people give you an ultimatum like that, it isn’t a choice, they’re trying to guilt you into doing things their way.

I didn’t want to stay in a facility again, so I agreed to weekly meetings with Dr McCall and my therapist, Dr Kaur, and keeping a food diary. And being tube-fed while I was in the hospital. Unfortunately.

As soon as I agreed to that, my mom announced she was moving in with me to “aid my recovery.” Was it too late to change my mind and go to rehab?

I tried to call Jack after I got out of the hospital, to tell him what had happened since; to shout at him for leaving me in a hospital with my parents; to hear his voice. But he didn’t answer. 

I texted him. No reply. As a few days turned into a week, I realized he wasn’t going to call me back. 

After everything we’d been through, he was ghosting me.

Had I really meant that little to him?

Astin had been the one to confirm my suspicions, putting Captain Neutral in an awkward spot I was pretty sure he didn’t appreciate.

How dare Jack ghost me after leaving me in a fucking hospital? After doing exactly what I’d told him not to do? What kind of friendship was that anyway?

I didn’t hear much about what he was up to after that, but I did hear rumors that he was a regular on a similar party scene to Trinity, which meant he was on a downward spiral since fucking off out of my life. Served him right anyway.

Being treated like I meant nothing to Jack, after everything we’d been through, didn’t help how I was feeling. Neither did the fact I had an almost constant babysitter.

My mom hovered over me every time I ate, barely taking her eyes off me as I forced myself to eat each mouthful. She didn’t say anything supportive, or distract me from what I didn’t want to do, she just watched. Anxiety radiated off her every time. I understood she was worried about me, but it didn’t help. It just added to the pressure and made me feel even less in control.

It started to feel like a total stranger would be more understanding and have lower standards. Mom seemed to want me to eat a gigantic, calorific meal every time. Starting small had never occurred to her.

It was horrible, being watched as I ate. It was worse than being followed by paparazzi. At least they didn’t really want anything from me, they were just trying to pay their bills. It’s not the same when someone watches you eat. They pretend they care, but really, it’s more about them trying to tell you what to do and how to live your life.

It wasn’t just that, though. They banned me from exercising, except for walking Moxie. And since Moxie was such a small dog, I couldn’t walk her that far anyway. And they knew it. The only reason they agreed to let me walk her at all was to stop my joints from seizing up.

I didn’t really like walking, but I enjoyed walking with Moxie. And I liked that walking her got me away from my mother. Her relentless watching was making me feel like I’d signed up to “Big Brother.” A show which I’d never do, by the way. While I accepted that intrusion into my privacy was a part of my job, there was a line. At least my fans didn’t question how long I spent in the bathroom and think if I was in there too long, I was up to something.

Apparently I wasn’t entitled to my privacy while everyone was worried about my eating habits.

Ugh.

I pulled my black beanie hat down farther on my head. My pink hair was fading and I was too ashamed at everything happening in my life to make an appointment with Dmitri. He’d just be one more person who could give me a lecture on looking after myself, and I couldn’t handle any more. Especially not from someone I always thought was on my side. I couldn’t handle him turning against me. And he’d totally judge me for the state of my hair, which was falling out.

At least it was winter, so I could justify tucking my limp hair under a hat and wearing big sunglasses to cover my face. And a giant coat. And basically as many layers as possible so that nobody noticed it was me.

It was easy to be anonymous in New York. It was why I’d always preferred it to LA. People were so busy, so often wrapped up in what they were doing, I could fade into the background. Moxie occasionally got a glance, but that was part of the territory when you owned a cute dog. It rarely had anything to do with whom she belonged to.

After walking her a couple of blocks, I reluctantly turned to walk back. Walking too far risked spraining her small legs, as much as I wanted to keep going. I’d have to find another way to get more exercise in.

A cold breeze hit me, going down into my lungs. I stopped, taking a few large gulps of air. My asthma didn’t like the cold. It’d never been a huge issue in previous years. Was what Dr McCall had said about my eating habits affecting my whole body true?

Well wouldn’t that just be great?

I took a couple of puffs of my inhaler, then carried on home. My lungs felt better after taking it, which I saw as a good sign.

I entered the building, greeted Henry, the concierge, then went to the elevator. It was already taking someone up to the top floor, which meant I’d have to stay there for what felt like hours waiting. The stairs were just next to the elevator. Moxie couldn’t walk up stairs as her legs were too short, but if I carried her, it’d be the equivalent of some light weight training. I could stop if I needed to.

Nobody ever used the stairs. Which meant nobody would ever know I’d taken them.

I picked Moxie up and pushed through the doors. I was good. I didn’t run up them. I climbed at a normal pace, my small dog calm in my arms.

Twenty floors is a lot, though. By the time I reached my floor, I needed my reliever inhaler again. I put Moxie on the floor, then took another puff. Mom would never know.

I opened my front door, unfastened Moxie from her leash, and put on my biggest grin.

“Good walk?” Mom said, walking over as if she was about to inspect me. It felt like she was looking for how much of a sweat I’d broken out into, like that would help her judge what kind of walk we’d been on.

“Yeah,” I shrugged, taking off my mauve wool coat. My inhaler fell from my pocket and on to the floor.

“This must’ve been near the top to fall out of your pocket.” She rattled it. “It sounds like there’s less in it than the other day. How often are you taking it?”

I shrugged again, hanging my coat up by the door. Technically speaking, if a doctor found out how often I was taking my reliever inhaler, they’d put me on a stronger preventer inhaler. But if nobody knew I was taking it more…

“Tate, you need to be careful. What did Dr McCall say?”

Lots of things I hadn’t paid attention to?

“She said you need to take it easy, and if your asthma gets any worse you may need to go back to the hospital or go on steroids. Do you want to go on steroids? Do you know what they do to your skin?”

It couldn’t get much worse. I was already breaking out like a hormonal teenager. Even a heavy foundation struggled to cover my acne.

Mom opened her mouth to continue, then stopped herself. The other side effect of steroids? Weight gain. She shook her head. “Come on. You need to do a peak flow test.”

“Mom,” I said, following her into the kitchen. Either my protest didn’t come across, or she didn’t care. She shoved the stupid peak flow meter into my hands. I emptied my lungs, then took a deep breath. And exhaled into it as quickly as I could. Which caused a coughing fit.

Mom snatched the device from me as I continued to cough. I hated that thing so much.

“Better than I expected,” she said, pushing the arrow back to the bottom. “Best of three.”

“Three?”

She handed it back to me and made me repeat the torture twice more.

“How many times did you take your inhaler while you were out? That could affect your results,” she said. 

“Just a couple,” I lied. I was only cutting out one puff. Luckily my reliever inhaler didn’t have a counter on it like my preventer one did. “And if it’s improving my results, isn’t that a good thing?”

She grunted in response, then turned to go into the kitchen. I followed her. She’d been cooking while I was gone. The smell of pasta and vegan cheese filled the room. I tried not to throw up.

Mom returned the peak flow meter to the medicine cupboard above the sink, then stirred something on the stove. “I made vegan mac and cheese for dinner. It’ll be ready soon.”

Great.


*


Mom didn’t give me a large portion, for which I was grateful. But she did watch me as I ate it. Dr McCall had told her to. And she’d taken everything the doctor had said very seriously. Too seriously, if you asked me. I didn’t have to clean my plate! I just needed to eat something. But no. That wasn’t good enough for her.

So she watched me force myself to eat the portion she’d laid out for me. And, even though it was just a kiddie-sized portion, it took the best part of an hour, and the food was long cold by the time I was done.

Mom beamed with pride when I finished it, as if it was an achievement for her to put me through that. Feeling nauseous and repulsed at having eaten so many empty calories, I excused myself and went to bed. I needed to be alone.

I fell asleep pretty quickly, my TV playing in the background.

When I woke up, the TV was on standby, and Moxie was asleep in her bed in the corner of my room. All the lights in the apartment were off. My mom’s snoring echoed through the walls. If she was asleep, did that mean I could do something to work off all those empty calories?

Just a few crunches. If she hadn’t given me something so lacking in any useful calories, I wouldn’t need to do it. But vegan or not, mac and cheese had no real nutritional value.

If she’d given me some vegetables, like some broccoli or something, I wouldn’t have minded so much. Probably.

As slowly as I could, I climbed out of bed and took off my clothes. If I sweated into my underwear, then changed into pajamas, she’d never know what I’d done. Ha.

In nothing but my bra and panties, I lowered myself on to the floor and began to crunch. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

Should I plank, too? I liked using planks to test my core muscles. Core muscles were important for just about everything.

Crunches first. Then a plank could be my reward for doing a hundred crunches. Maybe I could do one hundred crunches, a plank, then another hundred, then back to a plank, and keep going until I hit one thousand. That would be amazing!

That was the perfect plan. That would definitely work off all those empty calories.

Wait, what number of crunches was I on?

I started counting from one again.

But I never hit one thousand.
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“Tate! Oh my god, Tate!”

I opened my eyes. My mom was leaning over me, a horrified expression on her face.

Moxie was jumping all over me, barking and licking me. I held her to stop her from moving. She licked my hands.

“I thought you were dead!” My mom yanked me up, shoving me on to the bed. “What were you doing on the floor?”

The room started spinning. I let Moxie go, but she didn’t move from my side. She kept nudging my hand, as if it offered her some reassurance or she was warning me of something.

The pink carpet merged with the white walls, creating a trippy effect that made me wonder if I’d taken something before falling asleep. Had I?

“Erm…”

Mom’s grip on my tightened. “Did you fall out of bed?”

“Something like that.”

She let go of me and started pacing the length of my bed. “Nope. I can’t do this anymore. I’ve had enough. You’re going to rehab.”

I rubbed my arms. A grip like that could bruise! “But—”

“No. No buts. I can’t do this. It’s too much. You need professional help, Tate. And you’re going. End of story.”


*


As much as I didn’t want to be an inpatient, or be away from Moxie, it was a few weeks out of our long life together. Maddy would take good care of her while I was away.

And at least it would get me away from my overbearing mother, who was making my recovery all about her. It was like she’d made it her mission to make me better. By doing exactly what the problem was in the first place, which was trying to control me.

Dr McCall used my rehab entry assessment to ask as many uncomfortable questions as she possibly could. I knew she needed details to be able to assess me properly, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.

“Do you feel like you ruminate on the past too much?”

“I don’t have time to think about the past. I’m always moving forward.” I rubbed my hands together.

She scribbled in her notebook. “How often do you get the chance to slow down?”

I shrugged.

“Do you think that’s had an impact on your wellbeing?”

I shrugged again. Had it? Was that why I was there? “What’s wrong with me?”

“I can’t tell you that. You have to figure out how to get to where you need to be.”

“What does that mean?”

“How much of your career are you in control of?”

“Not as much as I’d like,” I replied.

“Do you have trouble letting go?”

“No.” Even I knew I’d said it a little too quickly.

“Do you like to be in control?”

I shifted my weight from one side to another, trying to find a comfortable way to sit. Was it just me, or were the boring beige walls closing in? “Why does that feel like an accusation?”

“No accusation. But the more in life you try to control, the harder it becomes to let go. And in a position like yours, it’s easy to get used to having a lot of control. And not liking it when you’re not.”

I grumbled. “If my issue is control-related, does that at least mean I don’t have to deal with family therapy?”

Dr McCall laughed. “I don’t think you need family therapy. I think you need to learn to let go.”

At least I didn’t have to face family therapy. I’d had enough of family therapy and I couldn’t handle any more. All my parents ever did was bicker and blame and forget that we were there to talk about me.

Or, if they did talk about me, it was only in relation to what they’d done for me, as if it was a competition and my love was the prize.

They never noticed that the more they argued about me, the more they both lost. It was exhausting, and I didn’t have the energy for it on a good day, let alone when I spent most of my days feeling like shit.

Being in rehab, where everything was fairly regimented, and where I was out of control of it, was surprisingly freeing. I didn’t need to worry about what would happen and when. Someone else was in charge. And I wouldn’t be letting anyone down but myself if I didn’t do something. Which I really didn’t want to do. I owed it to myself to get better so that I could achieve the things I wanted to in life.

I spent most of my days in rehab reading. It was my escape. And my inspiration. I wrote a lot while I was in rehab, too. I wasn’t allowed to send anything to anyone, but I knew when I got out, Charlotte, my record producer, would be desperate to get started. She’d helped me work through so much already. If I gave her what I’d written in rehab, she’d act like it was her birthday, Christmas, and Halloween rolled into one.

“What you writing?” asked someone one day, sitting beside me on the sofa. She was new, having only arrived that morning. But it was hard to miss her: she was almost six-foot tall, with a blonde pixie cut and huge eyes. They would’ve been hypnotic if they didn’t look so tired. I almost found it hard to believe she was sick like me, but then, I was pretty sure she had makeup on. I hadn’t bothered since being admitted to hospital a couple of weeks earlier. It was too much effort.

I hugged my notebook to me. Ever since my dressing room had been broken into by a bitchy co-star on my last movie set, I was protective of where I kept my writing. How could I not be when the cow had ripped pages out of my notebook and destroyed some of the best writing I’d ever done? All because she thought I’d gotten my role out of nepotism instead of hard work?

I couldn’t put my writing anywhere else while I was in rehab, since we weren’t allowed electronic devices. Which just made me all the more paranoid.

I shrugged. “Just stuff. Nothing interesting.”

“Interest is in the perception of the reader,” she replied with a small but pretty smile. “I’m Tanya.” She extended her hand for me to shake it. It was so thin I could see the lines of every bone, every muscle. But with her high cheekbones, face for makeup, and lithe frame, she was definitely a model. I hadn’t seen her before, but I hadn’t done any modeling for a while. Was it time to get back into it?

No. I was meant to be slowing down, not doing more.

I dug my nails into the notebook.

She noticed what I was doing and pointed at my hands. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said, shifting so that I was hugging my notebook without damaging it.

She stretched her long legs out across the carpet, her arms above her head. Her golden skin was clear but sallow, and her hair was thin. Definitely a model. “Do you ever wish you could just fly away to Mars or something? Where life would be simpler?”

“All the time.”


*


Tanya and I became friends after that, hanging out together most days. I’d been right about her being a model, which meant she understood a lot of the pressure I was under. It was refreshing to have someone in rehab who got the celebrity side of things, as well as the need for control.

I was writing in my notebook one afternoon when Tanya burst out of one of her therapy sessions and ran into the garden. Although we were new friends, rehab meant you made friends with people fast. So I closed my notebook and went to find her.

She was sitting on a metal bench, her head buried in her hands. The birds chirped all around us; the trees rustled in the gentle breeze. Even though she was only in a flimsy white T-shirt and it was January, the cold didn’t seem to bother her.

I, meanwhile, pulled my Vivienne Westwood cardigan tighter around myself.

“Tanya? What happened?” I sat beside her, careful to give her as much space as possible. I wasn’t sure if she was a touchy feely person, so I wanted to give her the option.

She looked up at me through bloodshot eyes. “I can’t—why do they make you talk about all that stuff?”

“Supposedly it helps,” I said with an eye roll.

Tanya let out a strangled laugh. “How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Be famous for so long!” She unraveled a tissue she’d been holding and dabbed at her eyes.

I didn’t want to tell her it wasn’t a choice. I knew that wouldn’t make sense to someone who hadn’t grown up in the limelight. Even if I’d chosen not to pursue acting, I’d still have attracted attention because my dad was a famous movie producer. Admittedly not as much attention, but I’d still have met similar people and felt the pressures of being in front of the camera. It’s hard not to when everyone around you is haunted by fame, yet also craves it.

“I wish I knew,” was what I said instead.

“The name calling, the insults, the racism, the sexism…how do people think that’s acceptable?”

“Same way any bully does: it makes them feel stronger to bring you down, and they don’t have anything better to do with their unfulfilling lives.”

Tanya nodded. “It’s so petty.”

“Have you tried turning off comments? Or blocking certain words?”

“I want to…but I’m curious. I need to know what people think about me. It’s like a switch I can’t turn off. Does that even make sense?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s an unhealthy addiction no one seems to understand.”

Oh my god. So was Jack’s alcoholism. Did he drink because he couldn’t turn off the switch in his brain? Like Tanya and I couldn’t when it came to reading social media comments—the good and the bad? Had I really judged him for so long, when it wasn’t as simple as I liked to think?

I had. I totally had. I’d been a terrible friend all those years. Would he ever forgive me?

What was I saying? The dickhead was ignoring me. Who cared! I could develop all the understanding in the world and the bastard would still ignore me.

Fuck him.

“Tate? Are you OK?”

I looked down at my hands, which were balled into fists. I unclenched them and relaxed my jaw. “Yes. Sorry. Let’s talk about you.”

I didn’t need to bring up what I’d realized about Jack with her. She had her own problems to deal with.
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Jack had always bitched about group therapy sessions and I’d never understood why. I preferred them. It meant there was less time to talk about my problems. I could deflect the attention on to other people if I didn’t want to talk. You couldn’t do that during one-on-one sessions.

We met most days, six of us sitting in a circle with a counselor to discuss how we were feeling. I was still reeling from what I’d realized while talking to Tanya a couple of hours earlier, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to talk about it.

Apparently the lead counselor did. As soon as we sat down, she zeroed in on me: “You look like something’s on your mind, Tate.”

“I do?”

And there was me thinking I was a good actor. Apparently I didn’t even have a poker face.

“Would you like to share with everyone how you’re feeling?”

No. But my alternative was having every meal I ate watched by my mother. I knew she meant well, but I felt like I was carrying the parental weight and stress of my mother whenever she hovered over me. No thank you.

“I was just thinking about someone I used to be friends with,” I said.

“What about them?”

I glanced around the room. Nobody was really paying attention. One girl picked at her cuticles. Another kept crossing and uncrossing her legs. Tanya was gazing out of the window. The other three stared at the floor, hoping not to be picked on next.

“About his addiction. Tanya and I were talking about compulsions to do unhealthy things, like checking negative comments on social media, and I noticed the parallels between us doing that and his drinking. It’s really not that different, is it? They’re both unhealthy ways to deal with challenging situations.” I rubbed my hands together, staring at the counselor, awaiting her response. She nodded but didn’t say anything. Was she waiting for me to continue? What else did she want me to say?

“I feel like such a hypocrite, judging him for so long, when really, we all have unhealthy coping mechanisms. Some are just more destructive than others.”

A few people glanced up at me as I said that, recognition in their eyes. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

“Have you considered reaching out to him to apologize?”

I sighed. “He ghosted me.”

“Bastard,” grumbled Tanya.

Everyone in the circle laughed and nodded in agreement. A group full of women sounded like it should’ve been bitchy, but it wasn’t. Even though most of us were quiet, we all supported each other in subtle ways. We all understood the pressures society put on us; the policing of our minds and bodies; how we were called “angry” and “hysterical” if we stood up for ourselves, but too passive if we didn’t speak up. The judgment was inevitable, whichever side you were on.

“Why do you think he did that?” she asked.

“Because he’s a coward?” I suggested. “He was the one who called the ambulance. Right after sort-of dumping me. Again.”

“How do you sort-of dump someone?” chimed in the one who’d been picking at her cuticles.

“We weren’t dating, but we had in the past. And we were close to it again, I think. Until he said I was toxic and told me he didn’t want me in his life anymore. An alcoholic calling me the bad influence? The irony!”

Tanya let out a low whistle. “See? Bastard.”

“Hypocrite,” mumbled another group member.

“He waited until my parents arrived at the hospital, then he left.” That was it. Picturing Jack’s face in the hospital; the guilt flickering over his face, finished me off. I burst into full-on ugly cries.

Tanya picked up the box of tissues from the table in the center of the circle and handed one to me.

“Thanks.” I blew my nose, not caring how bad I looked.

Once again, Jack had broken me. But could I really blame him for everything? He wasn’t the reason I was in rehab, my eating habits were. And, given his definition of support was to dump me in the hospital then abandon me, I didn’t want him there anyway.

Or at least, that’s what I told myself.

Even though I hadn’t seen him in weeks, I still couldn’t get him out of my head. He was like a mosquito in a quiet room. I was so jumpy I almost expected him to turn up whenever I rounded a corner, but he never did. Which was a shame, because I really wanted to give him a piece of my mind. And my fist.

“What would you say to him if he were in front of you now?” probed the counselor.

“I wouldn’t speak to him. I’d punch him.”

Tanya sniggered beside me. Someone else whistled while another punched the air.

“You really wouldn’t have anything to say?” the counselor pushed again.

Why were they so big on talking? What was wrong with punching him?

“Why don’t we try some role play?”

“No, let’s not,” I said. Acting was enough, thanks. I didn’t need to role play to deal with my issues. That was why I wrote songs.

The counselor ignored me. “Pretend I’m Jack. Now tell me what you’d say to him.” She couldn’t pull off Jack’s attitude if she wanted to. Not to mention she’d never even met him. But she stared at me, waiting. It felt like everyone else in the room was paying attention to me now, too. Talk about pressure.

I was used to being watched under a microscope, but this was different. Usually, other people projected their expectations on to me. In rehab, the only expectation was that I got better in a healthy way.

Which meant nobody really wanted anything from me other than for me to share my deepest, darkest secrets. Things I’d never shared with anyone outside of cryptic song lyrics.

I tapped my foot against the chair leg, rubbing my hands together as I tried to think of what to say. My mind was blank. And not in a calming, meditative way. In a scary, confusing, disorientating way.

“I’m sorry, I can’t do this.”

I got up and walked out. Being an actor meant that people assumed they could put me on the spot, and I’d be able to act. Just like that. But I didn’t do improv. I liked scripts written by other people. If anything, I was just a parrot.

I shut myself in my room, mortified I hadn’t been able to do something so simple. Why couldn’t I confront how I felt about Jack? Was that really what the issue was? Or was it something deeper?

Everything that had happened between Jack and me played on my mind on repeat. What had I done to make him think I was so toxic? Wasn’t it kind of ironic, given everything he’d done? Did he know he’d made my spiral worse? Did he care?

Of course he didn’t. What was I saying? He’d walked out after dumping me in the hospital. People who cared didn’t do that. People who cared stuck around. When had Jack ever cared about anyone other than himself?

“Knock knock,” said a voice. I had no idea how long I’d been asleep. I looked up to see Tanya in the doorway, holding a stress ball. She threw it at me. I caught it and started massaging it.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Ngh.”

She nodded in understanding, walking over to the window and staring out at the flowers and trees. “Nice view.”

“I’ve never really noticed it,” I said.

Tanya grabbed my hand and pulled me up. She pointed to something out the window. “You see that kale we’re growing in the garden? It’s better to let frost get to it, because the frost makes it taste better. The better the frost, the better the taste.”

“Are you about to get all philosophical on me?”

She chuckled. “Jack’s a douchebag, I’m not denying that. But it’s his loss that he won’t get to be there when you come out the other side of this. You’re stronger than you think.”

Crying for the third time that day, I wrapped my arms around her. She hugged me back, patting my back as I sobbed into her shoulder.

“Cry it out for as long as you need,” she said.

And for the first time since I got to rehab, I did.


*


I was stressed about Jack, my upcoming album, developing my perfume, my physical and mental health, what my fans and the media thought of me, and still recovering from my failed movie where I’d almost died multiple times. So, of course, Dr Kaur wanted to discuss it during our therapy sessions. She’d been my therapist for longer than I could remember and I trusted her. She made special trips to see me a couple of times a week to help me with my recovery. Which I usually appreciated. When she didn’t ask me to talk about my stress levels.

“How do you think stress affects you?” Dr Kaur asked.

I fidgeted in my seat, rubbing my hands together. “I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it.”

“What do you think makes you stressed?”

“When people don’t do things to my expectations.”

Dr Kaur placed her pen on her clipboard and clasped her hands on top of it. “Why does that bother you?”

“Why bother doing something if you can’t do it perfectly?” Doing something half-ass was a reflection of poor standards and everyone expected better than that of me. I expected better than that of me.

“Does perfection exist?” asked Dr Kaur.

“What’s with all the questions!”

Dr Kaur pursed her lips.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I have high standards. Most people don’t live up to them. What’s wrong with that?”

“You tell me.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. It didn’t have the intended effect. Dr Kaur simply stared back, a calm expression on her face.

She was clearly implying that something was wrong with my high standards. “Are you saying the reason I’m here is because of my high standards?”

“Consider a time they haven’t been met, then what happened next.”

Ugh. Thinking. I didn’t have the brain power for that. I’d eaten more than usual for breakfast, but it still wasn’t much. My energy levels were low and the brain fog was high.

“How did you feel on your previous movie set?” she pushed.

I rubbed my hands on the arms of the fabric chair. I really didn’t want to talk about that.

But, by the look on Dr Kaur’s face, she wasn’t going to let it go. Fiiiine.

“Stressed, I guess. Wouldn’t you, if you had everyone thinking you weren’t good enough and you only got the job because of nepotism?”

“This isn’t about how it would make me feel. How did it make you feel?”

“It made me not want to eat!”

Oh. Snap.

My shoulders slumped. “I stop eating when I’m stressed. I don’t know why. Like…the thought of food makes me feel sick, and my throat closes up as I try to swallow something. Even if it’s a food I’d usually enjoy.”

Dr Kaur nodded, picking up her pen and writing something in her notes. “Have you had similar experiences on other sets?”

“Nothing that bad. I mean, there are assholes on every set. That one was just rife with them.”

“Has that affected everything else you’ve done lately?”

I tucked my legs underneath me and sat on my feet. “Like what?”

“Like your new music, or your perfume.”

I wrinkled my nose, rubbing it with the back of my hand. “Ryan and Charlotte get it. They have high standards, too.”

“Do they get the final say, or do you? What happens if you disagree?”

“We have a discussion and come to a conclusion. It sometimes gets heated, but they know it’s just business.”

She twirled her pen between her fingers. I watched her, entranced. “So, you get the final say even though you have a lot to do?”

“Are you implying I’m a control freak?”

The edges of her mouth tipped up. She was trying not to smile. “Do you think that you are?”

“No.”

She pursed her lips. I hated that face. It meant she was judging me. “Then why can’t you let go in the outside world?”

“What do you mean?”

“You seem quite content in rehab. It’s the calmest I’ve seen you in a long time. Yet you’ve completely relinquished control. Why do you think that is?”

Oh my god. She was right. I was calmer. Even though I wasn’t in control of any of it. Why was that? I didn’t get it.

“I guess, erm, it’s all or nothing?”

“Is that how you really feel?”

“Well, if I know the staff are trying to help, and they have the knowledge, skills, and experience to actually do it, it’s easier to let go. But outside of here, I’m so used to people manipulating me to meet their own ends, I feel like I need to dig my heels in so that I don’t get taken advantage of. Whoa. I’d never thought of that before. Where did that come from?”

Dr Kaur let herself smile this time. “So how can you balance that in the outside world? Where can you focus your energy instead?”

“I don’t know. I love my job. But I’m exhausted. Not from doing too much. It’s not that kind of exhaustion. I’m just tired of dealing with people. Does that make sense?”

She nodded. “Yes. Could it be that you’re tired of dealing with the wrong people? As opposed to people in general?”

“I think you might be right.”

Dr Kaur was pushing me to answer questions I’d never considered before, and I hated her for it. But, further down, another part of me knew I was making progress. That the conversation was going to change things.

“You said that you have healthy working relationships with Ryan and Charlotte. Could you lean into that? Find more people like them to work with?” suggested Dr Kaur.

I nodded. “My manager gets me, I think. She isn’t perfect, but I trust her. And she’s looking for a new press officer to help with my new album launch.”

She seemed shocked. It wasn’t that unusual. “You outsourced hiring a new employee?”

“I guess.”

“How does that make you feel?”

I shrugged. “She’s in a better position to do it than me.”

“Is that the only reason you’d outsource something to someone else?”

“No. I mean, like, if they were smarter than me I’d do it too. If they had more experience in a certain area. Like Charlotte producing, or Ryan helping me develop my perfume.”

Wow, I missed Ryan. Why did I miss him so much? He was cute, sure. And he understood business better than most people our age. But was that it? Could it lead to something more? Or would he think I was a total freak for ending up in rehab again?

Dr Kaur lowered her pen but still held on to it. “So, do you think relying on other people and trusting their judgment could be a good thing sometimes?”

I frowned at her. She’d backed me into a corner to prove her point. I also knew she wasn’t going to say anything until I replied. Stupid therapy.

“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, but I don’t always have to like it,” I said.

“No, you don’t. But if it’s what keeps you calmer, happier, and healthier, isn’t it worth it?”

“What if it isn’t, though? What if the people I’ve outsourced to are completely inept?”

Dr Kaur suppressed another smile. “Then you find someone else. There are plenty of people out there. Not everyone will be a great fit, but someone will.”

I sighed. Could I really do that? Could I really outsource more things to relieve my stress levels?

Plenty of celebrities barely got involved in some processes and just stuck their name on the end product to help sell it. I didn’t want to be that person. But maybe I could do with some more staff whose judgment I trusted.

I rubbed my hands together. “What if their standards aren’t high enough? What if I let my fans down?”

“Isn’t that the point of a job interview? To see if you’re compatible with someone?”

Since I’d never had a traditional job interview, I didn’t know. My focus had always been on auditions, which, from what I’d heard, were like a standard job interview on steroids. And I’d never really chosen my employees myself. It had happened kind of serendipitously.

“Is it important to you that you don’t let your fans down?” asked Dr Kaur.

“Of course it is! They see me as a role model!”

Setting an example to my fans was important to me. But being a role model came with so much pressure. I wasn’t sure I could always live up to that. I didn’t deserve the pedestal they put me on. I wasn’t good enough, and I never would be. It didn’t matter how hard I tried. There would always be someone who hated me, just because I was alive.

Like Klaus, the director of the movie I’d quit. Or Jemma, who’d starred in said movie and trashed my dressing room. Or Dorian, whom I’d almost married, but who’d wanted me to be a housewife and I’d said no because I loved my career. Or everyone at my ex-management and record labels, who saw me as nothing more than a way to make money.

Oh my god.

When had I lost sight of what really mattered to me?

Of how much I loved my fans and wanted to be a role model to them? It was their reactions that mattered to me, not what everyone else said and did. I did all that I did to help them. But I couldn’t do that if I spent my days feeling like a zombie.

I looked at Dr Kaur, wide-eyed.

She smiled. “Welcome back.”

“How did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make me see the light or something.”

Dr Kaur chuckled, causing her glasses to slip down her nose. She pushed them back up, still smiling. “That was all you. You just had to find something to keep going for.”

“And I just did.”

“And you just did. So, Tate, what now?”





4

Jack


“The cops are here.”

My head jerked up. Shit. “Are you sure?”

Ade pointed out the warehouse window. We’d been hanging out for a few months, mostly at raves. He organized them, I DJed at them. It was a perfect setup. A perfect distraction from the mistakes I’d made since leaving Tate at the hospital almost a year ago.

Except on days when the cops showed up.

We were high up, on a makeshift stage, which meant we had a better view than the ravers on the floor. Sure enough, blue lights flashed in the distance. Fuck.

I turned the music off. The crowd cried in protest. Until I spoke into the mic: “Cops are coming. Party’s over.”

That was all it took for the scene to descend into chaos. The rusted metal doors flew open, revealing the sound of police sirens approaching. People pushed and shoved out of them, desperate to not get arrested.

I closed my laptop and tucked it under my arms. There was no time to pack up the rest. I’d have to hope I could get it back another day.

We scurried down the stairs, desperate to get to the car before it was too late. “Are you safe to drive?” I asked.

He scoffed. “Sober as a judge,” he said as he slipped and fell down the last step, smashing his face on the concrete floor.

With no time for him to revel in his pain, I grabbed him and
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