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Just Pretending

 

By Z. Allora

 

When Dusit Sitwat landed the role as the love interest of actor Gamon Chaisit’s Y-series, Don’t Break My Heart, he thought all his dreams had come true… right up until the show ended and he was escorted out of Gamon’s bed and his life just as he had begun to believe he had found the love of his life.

After spiraling for years—self-medicating with alcohol and getting by on temporary construction jobs—and with the help of new friends, Dusit has taken big steps toward sorting out his life. Then Gamon’s new manager comes knocking on Dusit’s door, asking him to reprise his role. Dusit is wary, but the opportunity to see Gamon again proves irresistible, and he reluctantly agrees.

Freed from the influences that had driven them apart, Gamon and Dusit have a chance to negotiate a new relationship, but there are resentments and misunderstandings to overcome for both men. Will they take a risk and turn the pretend happily-ever-after of their characters into reality for them?


This is dedicated to all the BL actors and actresses who have founded new production houses to give us amazing stories.
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Author’s Note

 

 

Dear Reader,

 

This series is a love letter to the Thai BL industry. Just Pretending is my way of correcting reality so I can give the characters the happy ending I need them to have.

I’m not glossing over the cruelty and pain this industry has caused people, because unfortunately these types of abuses happen globally in the entertainment industry. No matter the language we speak, there are people who take advantage of the innocence that is always in the background.

However in recent years the fandom has witnessed production houses change their policies and protections for their artists. Sometimes actors create their own opportunities by writing screenplays, investing in productions, or setting up their own companies. The people I dedicated this book to did just that, producing television programs and managing talent, partly because of negative experiences they faced with management and production companies.

In the past ten years, I’ve followed many painful scandals that ruined or almost ruined careers and have sunk some of my favorite acting couples (meaning no second season).

The industry has a long way to go, but I will stay the course because I believe in the Thai BL industry and that love always wins (at least when I’m writing it does).

Many hugs,

Z. Allora


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

“WHERE IS everyone?” Dusit Sitwat glanced up from the latest social media post that rang his notifications. The bar was empty. He grabbed on to the bar top to stop himself from meeting the floor.

The bartender threw a hand out to help keep him on the stool. “Careful there. It’s closing time. Everyone’s gone home.”

“Home.” Dusit sighed. Such an incredible idea—a safe place to call your own, but one that seemed out of reach living in Bangkok.

“Thanks.” He should really know the guy’s name. He’d been coming in here for a few months. No one knew him, but he found the familiar faces more comfortable to get drunk around. “Everyone’s gone?” Dusit was alone again.

“Sleeping it off. Exactly what you should be doing. Can I call you a taxi?” The bartender tossed the bar cloth in a bin.

Dusit waved him off. “Nah, it’s okay. I can walk.”

The music changed from something easily ignored to something familiar. The angelic voice reached out to him.

“Let me sit for a minute.” Dusit laid his head on the bar and crooned the words. The lyrics stirred his heart with the best memories of his life, followed by gut-wrenching pain.

He drank the shot in front of him.

“Oh shit,” the bartender said. “Sorry. Let me find the remote and turn this off. I know how you hate this song.”

Was this guy that good that he’d noticed? “Why do you think that?”

“I gauged your reaction.” The bartender shrugged. “And you told me several times you hate hearing this song.”

“Sorry.” Dusit hoped he hadn’t rambled or raged much.

“Where is—ah. Found it.” The bartender pulled out the remote from inside a drawer and pointed the clicker at the stereo system.

“Don’t. Don’t.” Maybe he had no right to demand anything, but this near stranger honored the request.

“Sure, man. Whatever you want.” The bartender put the remote away.

Whether Dusit heard this song or not, it had embedded itself in his heart years ago and would forever play on an endless loop. “So, you like this song?”

“It’s an excellent song, and my sisters love it.” The bartender grabbed a fresh cloth and began wiping down the liquor bottles.

Dusit sighed and set his empty glass on the coaster. “You know, I wasn’t even a singer or an actor when I had moved to Bangkok.”

“Where from?” The bartender continued to straighten up behind the bar.

“Chiang Mai. I got a job at a production studio, working in their maintenance department.” The job was mostly indoors, and it paid well.

The bartender paused and tilted his head, which was all the invitation Dusit needed to continue.

Shrugging, he admitted the truth. “It was crazy. I had been passing by to change a light bulb at the end of the hall.”

“Passing by where?” The guy leaned on the bar, listening intently the way bartenders did.

“The recording studio. This woman—the singer’s mother, it turned out—asked me to stand in for the other singer, who couldn’t make it.”

Dusit’s words might have been a bit slurred, but from the look on the bartender’s face, he was making himself clear enough. The man seemed interested.

“Whose mother?” the bartender asked.

“His.” Pain ripped through Dusit, wrapped in regret as it did whenever he so much as thought the name, let alone tried to say it out loud.

“Oh, okay.” None of the judgment his vague words usually received sounded in the bartender’s voice.

Dusit wanted someone to believe him. “I tried telling her I didn’t sing except for a little karaoke. You know what she said?”

The bartender leaned toward him. “No clue.”

“She laughed at me and told me she expected little. I would be a placeholder for someone better.” That summed up the story of his life. “Sorry, I’m rambling.”

“I don’t mind. Talk to me. I’m all ears.” The bartender tossed a fresh towel on the bar and started freeing the shiny surface of wet circles left behind by patrons. “You were a maintenance worker, and they wanted you to stand in as a singer? What did you do?”

Ah, the bartender was clearly invested now. Good. Dusit knew his story seemed unreal—and maybe it was. At least it sometimes seemed that way to him, and retelling it might be the only way he could convince himself it all happened. “I followed her into the studio. That was the first time I laid eyes on him.”

“Him?”

Dusit could still feel the desire, enthrallment, longing, wrapped up with feeling unworthy of such an angel. “He was so shy he didn’t even look at me when he handed me the page of lyrics. And when he finally glanced up at me while we were singing, he had the biggest eyes, and I lost my heart to him.”

The confession hurt, but maybe the ache was good. Hurt reminded him that everything they had been to each other had been real.

“Who?”

“Him. My heart….” Dusit swallowed hard. “Gamon Chaisit.”

“Wait.” The bartender pointed to the speaker. “Gamon Chaisit? Actor? Model? This singer? The one with two number-one hits?”

Best person in the entire world. Dusit grunted, “Yeah.”

When Dusit entered the recording studio, they hadn’t spoken to each other. The first words they exchanged were the lyrics of the song.

“My sisters love that guy,” the bartender said.

So do I.

“Did you sing this duet with him?”

Recording that song made everything seem possible. He had felt the world opening and welcoming him. Instead of answering, Dusit sang the lyrics along with the stereo. “I love you. Don’t break my heart. I love you….”

The excitement that had plowed through him whenever he’d caught Gamon’s gaze overwhelmed him. Singing the words of the song was much like an admission of love that was as true the first time he sang the words as it was now. He had held on to Gamon’s gaze throughout all the various takes of the recording. From that first moment on, being with each other was magical, or at least that’s how Dusit felt until everything evaporated.

Once he started singing along in the bar, there was no way not to continue through to the end.

The bartender stopped wiping down the bar and peered at him as the song concluded on a high note. “So this is Gamon Chaisit, and that’s you singing?”

Dusit glanced around for an escape. His drunken ramble had ripped away his privacy, and the exit door seemed too far away.

“Wait, you’re Dusit Sitwat. After that reality show a couple of years ago—”

“I had my fifteen minutes.” Dusit ran a hand over the stubble that didn’t always work to hide who he was.

How he wished he could forget all the mistakes he’d made between singing that song and now.

Every time he woke up alone, the hurt and betrayal of Gamon disappearing from his life slashed through him. And every morning since, he’d never gotten used to waking up alone in an empty bed. But Gamon was no longer reachable. That was something his heart still didn’t understand.

Gamon’s mother had told him in no uncertain terms the relationship between him and her son was over. He’d waited for Gamon to reach out and tell him what was going on.

 

 

HE WAITED and waited, because he longed to hear what had gone wrong from Gamon himself, and then he’d try again. But she always answered and continued to let him know her son had moved on to better things.

Dusit was left with no recourse. Gamon never reached out to him, and that spoke to how little Gamon had valued what they had.

Gamon had done what many Thai entertainers have done—did a series simply as a stepping-stone to his singing career, which was going rather well. Dusit had been another stone Gamon used to continue down the path to success. If given a chance, Dusit would do whatever it took to have one more chance to sing even one more song with him….

Why was he moving?

He opened his eyes. Ah, so he’d closed his eyes. Why was there motion?

The bartender tapped his shoulder. “Man, I’m locking up. You okay?”

“I don’t know. That last shot really got me. Even if I can’t have him, I should at least clean up my—” Time to find another bar.

Dusit stood.

Everything spun.

Ow! His ass hit the floor. He needed to rest before he got back to his feet.


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

GAMON CHAISIT’S cell phone buzzed again.

A quick glance said it was the usual evening call from his ex-manager. That’s what he categorized his mother as, and until she apologized and let him live his life, he’d dodge calls and visits from her.

He’d never imagined she’d betray him the way she had. It has been two months since he’d found out how she’d blown up his life five years ago.

Maybe his reaction was harsh, but he needed to stand on his own without her wishes and needs affecting every decision he made. This separation and the strict boundary might allow him to heal and have a relationship with her in the future.

Perhaps. But currently she refused to listen to him, so he wouldn’t answer her calls. Parent or not, she’d caused him too many regrets.

Gamon craned his neck left and then right, providing a satisfying crack.

He grinned as he read Achara’s email. They’d been friends for years. If there was tea to be spilled, especially on which actor was dating their co-star or who had a girlfriend, she made sure he was in the loop. After spending a little time away from the Y-series fan culture, he resented how actors and actresses needed to hide their relationships for fear of becoming unpopular.

Achara gave advice but never took it. Still, she concluded the email by telling him he was right and agreeing that her new doctor was trying to get a date with her by making her come in for extra hormone checks.

“I told you so,” Gamon said to the empty room.

Achara always had fascinating adventures to share with him.

He sent a quick note back, including his new condo address, and now that he was back in Bangkok, he promised to get together with her soon. It had been exhausting finishing out his contracts in France while still taking on parts in Thailand.

Now he refocused on answering his fan email.

Gamon responded to one of the usual questions he got with yes. He originally wanted to be a singer, but acting was where he found the freedom to be himself. What he didn’t say was how grateful he was that acting gave him his one true love, for however short a time the relationship lasted. He’d known pure love.

The next email touched him with the sincerity of the sweet words, but he didn’t need to click the link to the video to know it was a fan-made video made up of clips from years ago. He’d seen every one of them numerous times.

He sighed.

There had to be some way to make himself stop yearning for the past. Not for the first time, he promised himself he’d start checking out some dating apps, or at least a hookup app, to get back out there. No one was near him to control his every move; he needed to try.

“Yeah, like that ever worked.” He talked to the empty room, but he had to release his doubt about the idea.

Gamon had attempted a few dates after he stopped his mother from setting him up with women, but he didn’t enjoy any of them. He’d gone on three dates in the last three years—not an impressive average—and the dates all ended before they even started.

He couldn’t help himself. Taking a deep breath, he clicked the link the fan attached.

His eyes got blurry as he watched the clip. The fan-made video pieced together snippets from Don’t Break My Heart and fan meets to show the chemistry and love between him and Dusit.

God, how could he have lost the best thing that ever happened to him?

The video ended with a searing kiss that Gamon still felt to this day.

He opened yet another email begging for him to consider Don’t Break My Heart 2. The fans were unaware that he had very little say in whether that Y-series drama would ever be made.

Gamon had read the novels that the Y-series was based on, and if he was in control, he’d jump at the chance. That way even if there was no hope for his happy ending, at least his character could have one.

Embedded in the email was another link. Apparently he was a masochist, because he opened the link.

Dusit’s beautiful face filled the screen. Then the camera panned back to reveal Gamon and an interviewer. There was no way he could have hidden the love he had for Dusit. His adoration shone through every part of him until he glowed with affection.

He paused the video and studied Dusit’s body language and his expression. Gamon would have bet everything he owned that Dusit had felt the same way he did… but here he was alone. Gamon lost everything he never really had.

His love for Dusit still burned bright in his heart and mind. His body ached for Dusit. The video morphed into the two of them singing Don’t Break My Heart’s theme song at a fan meet.

His mind dragged him back to the beginning.

 

 

THE DAY he and Dusit met was the first day they had sung together, and it always struck him as destiny. The recording session started with upset and chaos, mostly because of his mother’s demands on his would-be co-star.

Gamon had been terrified because he didn’t want to act, but his mother convinced him to take the part so they could showcase his singing talent. He was excited to sing the original theme song, but the producer informed him his co-star had resigned from the series.

His mother demanded, “Why did that little sand fly back out of the entire project?”

The producer shrugged. “He didn’t think it would be an easy working relationship.”

His mother had picked the actor apart, and now they were without a co-star and someone to sing the duet with. “Was that the only reason?”

The producer sighed. “The actor’s manager said he was uncomfortable with some of the NC scenes.”

Gamon’s mother grimaced. “NC scenes? What are those?”

Pasting on a smile, the producer explained, “NC is shorthand for not-for-children scenes.”

She placed her hand over her heart and stared at Gamon like he’d done something wrong. “What scenes are my Gamon doing that aren’t for children?”

“There are a couple of scenes that are a bit spicy.” The producer spoke slowly, as if that would help her understand.

“How spicy?” she asked, horrified, as if she hadn’t read the script.

“Some kissing scenes.” The producer was fibbing, because from what Gamon had read, it was much more than kissing.

“So this actor is refusing his part. Fine. Find someone else who is okay with NC scenes.” Gamon’s mother’s voice sharpened as she made her demands as if that wasn’t what the entire production house was scrambling to do.

Time and money both wasted.

Gamon didn’t understand why anyone would take such a role and assume they could change it into something else. Unfortunately that wasn’t the last time he’d seen blatant homophobia in the industry.

The producer was furiously texting as he spoke. “Casting is looking for a replacement, but we’ve got this sound studio today only, so we need to do this song today. Even if it’s Gamon’s part.”

And then a beautiful man sauntered past the glass walls of the sound studio. Gamon stared so hard, he dropped the sheet music.

Pointing at the man, his mother asked, “What about him?”

The producer waved her off. “I believe he works in maintenance and is not an actor.”

His mother shot into the hallway and shouted, “Hey, you. Can you sing?”

“Me?” Dusit looked down in that sweet way of his and said, “A little.”

 

 

AS THE video in front of Gamon continued to play, anyone would say Dusit understated his voice.

He looked at the sheet music only for a couple of minutes before signaling his readiness.

Their first take gave Gamon chills, and the second run-through made him fall in love with Dusit right there in that recording studio. Everything and everyone vanished, and the only one who existed was Dusit, with his soft smile and his sparkling brown eyes that lit with affection as he sang the lyrics.

Gamon touched his heart as he remembered the pain caused by his mother’s assurance that Dusit was probably just pretending to be interested in him to get the abandoned role.

Staring at his computer, he decided no, he wouldn’t write off what they shared on- or off-screen. Their love had been real and deep.

No! Don’t look back. You must look forward… but back is where he wanted to go. Back to when he got stolen moments away from his mother to spend with Dusit. The private jokes and little touches for only him to savor.

But there was no way back. Too much time had slipped past before he found out how his mother had ripped them apart.

There was no closure between him and Dusit. Dusit simply left without a goodbye, vanishing after a night they’d spent together.

Or so he’d thought for years. But a couple of months ago, during one of his mother’s tirades to a producer, he overheard her spill the truth. She threatened the production house that she’d cut them out of Gamon’s life the same way she had Dusit.

First he was shocked, then confused, and now he was seething with anger.

Over the last couple of years, Gamon only heard snippets of how Dusit was doing through their mutual friends, but even that bit of information trickled to nothing.

Thirsty for the tiniest bit about Dusit, Gamon clicked through his social media platforms again. He only found a drought. The most recent posts were from three years ago.

Sometimes Gamon wanted to find him and make sure Dusit was okay. They could never get back what they’d lost. That was long gone, but…. He wanted to apologize for what his mother had taken from them both.


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

DUSIT LAY still as voices seeped into his brain. He kept his eyes closed.

One seemed familiar, but another was a female voice. With any luck, they would grow tired of watching him pretend to sleep and he could slip out from wherever he was.

Perhaps he should feel more disturbed when waking up in a strange place, but that was commonplace for Dusit. This time it was soft and not a sticky bar floor, or worse, an alley behind a bar.

“Are you sure it’s him?” a quiet voice asked.

“That’s what he said. He was drunk, but I couldn’t leave him on the floor of my bar.” The guy was probably the bartender.

The man had no knowledge that Dusit was no stranger to sleeping on bar floors.

A high-pitched squeal was followed by thudding footsteps that stopped a meter from him. “Oh my! What is Dusit Sitwat doing on our sofa?”

“He passed out at the bar, so I brought him home last night,” said the bartender.

Bringing home a stranger was risky. Either the man was brave or stupid.

“That was ten hours ago. Shouldn’t we try to wake him? He must be thirsty,” the woman said with much less squeal, much more concern, but the same amount of excitement.

A fan would make his escape more difficult, and there were probably pictures on various social media platforms of him sleeping it off. Again, not for the first time, but irritating when someone worried his mother by putting his antics on display.

“How do you even know it is him?” another voice chimed in.

“I’d recognize him anywhere, and even if that failed, look at his tattoo.” Acknowledging his Don’t Break My Heart tattoo identified her as a definite fan. “There were rumors he and Gamon Chaisit got couple tattoos.”

Dusit laid a hand on his chest and tried to swallow all the memories that pounded in his heart and threatened to surface at her words.

The bartender cleared his throat. “I don’t know about that, but I think we should wake him up. He’s got to be hungry.”

“No, he’s been through too much these last few years. Let him sleep.” His fan was trying to protect him. Fans could be a very kind group of people… if you gave them what they wanted.

“What do you mean?” the bartender asked.

Yeah, what did she mean? Dusit always felt amazed by how many people knew about his life.

“After Don’t Break My Heart the Series ended, he and Gamon broke up. He spiraled after that and lost all his brand ambassador deals. People started spreading a rumor that he got kicked off a reality show for being drunk and argumentative.

“I wasn’t argumentative.” Drunk, probably, but he couldn’t let anyone talk rudely about Gamon. Dusit needed to open his eyes. “I simply corrected misinformation someone spewed.”

Then he did open his eyes—ouch! He shut them immediately. When he dared peek through mostly closed eyes, bright light and three faces appeared before him. The bartender, a smiling young woman, and a frowning teenager stared at him.

Struggling to sit up, Dusit accepted a bottle of water from the young woman as the teenager glared, arms folded over her chest. “Thank you.”

He drank all the water as they studied him like he was teaching a method-acting class on how to act hungover.

The bartender patted him on the shoulder. “My sisters are going to make some breakfast. Want some?”

He stood and glanced around for a door leading to the outside. “I don’t want to bother you. I should head—”

The bartender handed him a towel and some clean clothing he had under one arm. “These should fit you. Bathroom is through that door.”

Dusit wanted to argue. He should flee this family gathering, but a hot shower would feel amazing.

After the shower, he felt the most refreshed he’d been in years and followed his nose out to the dining room.

They’d laid out skewers of chicken and pork, omelets over rice with sweet chili sauce, and even khao tom, his favorite comfort soup, on the table. How long had he been in the shower? “This is a feast.”

The woman smiled. “We didn’t know what you liked, so—”

“My sister fangirled and made you everything we had in the fridge,” the bartender said, smirking at his very pink-faced sister.

She shook her head. “I did not. I—”

“I’m Charong Rattana,” he interrupted. “This is my sister Chatchada. She goes to Chulalongkorn University.”

Chatchada smiled at him. “I’m studying pharmaceutical science—I want to work in research. I’m a big fan. Please call me Chat.”

Dusit smiled, trying to avoid his regret at not continuing his own studies in engineering. But his folks needed the money to move out of the night market and into a shop of their own. Maybe if he had continued….

“I’m the youngest and most forgotten.” The teenager’s arms remained crossed over her chest like she was erecting a wall.

Charong snorted. “Right. Our parents, who are starting a chain of family restaurants in Europe, call their very forgotten child twice a day.”

“What? They need advice. It’s not to talk to me.” She glared at Dusit as if she expected him to deny this information.

Charong chuckled and gestured to the not-forgotten teen. “This is Chatrasuda. She attends the NIST International High School.”

“Smart family,” Dusit muttered. Fancy, top-notch schools, comfortable home, and nice people. He was out of his element.

“The name is Lyric,” Chatrasuda—Lyric—advised him while adjusting the school uniform she wore over biker shorts.

He remembered how to be polite. “Got it. I’m—”

Chat grinned and said, “You’re Dusit Sitwat from Chiang Rai, but you moved to Bangkok about six years ago. You were working at the production studio in the maintenance department when Gamon Chaisit asked you to sing with him, and then you became one of the best BL actors ever.”

“Actually, it was his mother, who is his manager, who found me.” He’d been a warm body… a placeholder until the director saw the spark between them.

Chat wrinkled her nose. “At the time, yes, but that manager partnership has sunk.”

“What?” News to him. Gamon listened to everything his mother said and did everything she commanded him to do. “She’s no longer his manager? When did that change? Why did that change?”

“There was a quiet switch in management a few months ago. Right before he moved back to Bangkok,” Chat said and then waved her hand toward the table. “Please sit and eat breakfast.”

Gamon was in Bangkok? And had parted ways with his mother? Dusit had seen nothing like that on Gamon’s social media… not that he looked more than once or twice a day.

Suddenly his stomach unknotted, and his extreme hunger registered as he inhaled the scent of grilled meat and the sweet chili sauce. He sat and shoveled an omelet into his mouth, barely chewed twice before swallowing. Perhaps he’d missed a few meals. That happened when he was drinking. “So good.”

Chat, who didn’t stop smiling at him, put several skewers on his plate. “Please enjoy.”

“Thank you.” He ate at a slower pace and tasted the delicious sugary tang of the chili sauce.

Charong pointed at Lyric. “Remember to take out your earrings. I don’t want you in trouble again at school.”

Lyric huffed and rolled her eyes but then removed the three silver hoops and one long dangling one from her left ear. “So dumb.”

Leaning in, Chat asked, “Where have you been for the past few years?”

“Working construction and odd jobs.” And on the floors of bars. He worked enough to send money home and to keep him in beer.

“But you will go back to acting for the second season of Don’t Break My Heart, right?”

Dusit frowned, hating to disappoint her. “It’s been five years. I doubt they will do another season, and if they do, I’m sure they can find someone far more skilled than me.”

“Nope.” Chat gasped and frowned at him. “It’s still the best series out there.”

“Used to be…,” he mumbled. The Y-series content was much better now. More realistic and with a clear push toward equality. He didn’t keep up much, but that’s what people were saying on the various platforms.

“No, you and Gamon were incredible.”

Dusit didn’t mean for the sound of an injured deer to come out of his mouth, but he couldn’t press his lips together tight enough to stop it.

“Oh, I—”

Charong gave his sister a look, which thankfully stopped Chat’s backpedaling. “Hey, man. I don’t know your situation, but if you work in construction—”

“Yeah, it’s been on and off.” He had plenty to be ashamed of, but sending money to his family by working with his hands wasn’t one of them.

“I need help in the bar. Doesn’t pay much, but it’s air-conditioned, and you keep all your tips. And there’s a room in the back you can stay in rent-free if you’d like.”

Chat vibrated in her seat. “Yes, that would be great. Charong redid the bathroom last year, and I decorated it in white tiles like the home-decorating shows.”

Dusit chuckled. He used to watch those shows with his mother. “Does it have a soaking tub?”

“Yes! See, I told you that tub was a selling point,” Chat said gleefully, using his joke against her brother in what must have been an old argument.

Shaking his head and waving a hand in front of him, Dusit said, “No, I didn’t mean—”

“No worries, man,” Charong said, grinning. “Job is yours if you want it. Usually five till ten Tuesday through Thursday, and Friday and Saturday from seven until close.”

Charong seemed like a nice guy, so Dusit asked, “What would the job entail?”

“Bussing tables, bartending, cleaning the bathrooms, and sometimes helping me if a fight breaks out.”

Looking around the table at the happy family, Dusit knew the setup came with too many potential ties, but the job was plush compared to the work he had been doing. “Okay, but I don’t know how long I’ll stay.”

Charong grinned. “No long-term commitment needed. I’m not clingy.”

Chat bounced in her seat. “Eeeeee! Wait, does that mean you’re returning to acting?”

Did it?

No, never again. But he wanted to be upfront about keeping his options open. If a better job came along, he’d have to take it. “Doubtful,” he said.

 

 

AT THE end of his third week, Dusit took a seat at the bar and sipped at the glass of sparkling water Charong handed him.

“Busy night.” Charong counted out a healthy stack of baht and handed the pile over to Dusit.

“Yeah.” Dusit folded the wad of money and shoved it into his pocket. He’d wire money home tomorrow.

“So what are you doing with your money?”

Not spending it on booze, hard as that had been at times, especially surrounded by so much temptation. But he had always managed to stay barely this side of full-on alcoholism, drying out between binges when he needed to work, and he certainly wasn’t going to repay Charong’s kindness by taking advantage of him. “Sending money home, and I’ve got an appointment to get a tattoo removed.”

He needed to move on, and the constant reminder of not being good enough for Gamon wasn’t helping.

“Interesting. I hear taking it off doesn’t hurt as much as the inking did.” Charong patted him on the arm and gave him a pleased smile. “You seem better.”

“I am. Not drinking, eating regularly, thanks to your sister, and I’ve even started running in the mornings.” Hell, being able to exercise because he wasn’t too sore from construction work was a novelty.

“Good. I’m glad.” Charong continued straightening behind the bar.

It was good to have a friend and people who cared about him. They showed him he mattered.

 

 

A DAY LATER, Dusit looked around the all-white room as he lay there waiting for the doctor. He glared at the Don’t Break My Heart logo tattoo scrolled on his bicep, surrounded by a colorful rainbow heart. He had gotten it the night of the first table read for the series. This tattoo held so much meaning.

Several actors had gone to get the same tattoo, and he’d gone along. It was a milestone he’d never imagined, let alone achieved. Acting had come naturally to him. But now he wished he could forget. This was one small step in the direction of moving forward.

A guy in a white coat swooped in. “Sawasdee krub. I’ll be the doctor performing the removal. Is this it?”

Dusit waied back at the doctor. “Yes.”

“Do you have other tattoos?” After Dusit confirmed he did, the doctor asked, “May I see?”

He pulled open the medical robe he was wearing to reveal his chest.

The doctor ran his gloved fingers over the name inked over Dusit’s heart.

“Do you want this one removed too?”

An unexpected sob caught in Dusit’s throat, and he placed a protective hand over the name. “No, never.” Maybe it was wrong, but it was the only answer he could give.

He had gotten Gamon’s name inked over his heart, but he never got to show him the tattoo, because that next day was when Gamon’s mother made it clear Gamon had no interest in continuing any kind of relationship with him.

Rubbing his heart didn’t ease the ache, but he’d never remove Gamon’s name, and even if he did, it wouldn’t matter. He would always carry Gamon etched into his heart, with or without the ink.

“Okay. So you want this one removed? The Don’t Break My Heart. It’s artistically done.” The doctor traced the heart around the words with his gloved finger.

Dusit needed to do this. He should move on, but removing this tattoo would be removing part of himself.

He couldn’t do this. Dusit shot off the table. “I’m sorry, I’ve changed my mind.”

“Are you sure? You will lose a fourth of your deposit,” the doctor reminded him.

“I’m sure.” He couldn’t get rid of this part of his past because he didn’t want to let go.

Dusit tossed the robe on the bed and pulled on his T-shirt.

 

 

THE NEXT day Dusit said, “Thank you, Chat, for a lovely breakfast, but you shouldn’t be late for school.” Most days they insisted he have breakfast with their family.

“I’ve got afternoon classes today.” Chat smiled at him.

Lyric rolled her eyes at her sister and grabbed the plates to carry them into the kitchen.

“You can leave them. Your brother and I will do them.” He playfully punched Charong in the arm to stop him from bitching. “Your sisters cook delicious food, so we should clean. That’s what my mother taught me.”

Charong hid his grin and offered him a sad face instead. “Fine. I just—”

Dusit’s cell phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen before swiping Do Not Accept.

Charong peered down at the lit screen. “Looks like you’re getting another call.”

“Yeah, it’s been my agent’s office calling.” He turned the phone over. “Ex-agent. My contract must be up by now.”

“Why don’t you answer it? Maybe he’s got a job for you, or an audition.” Charong drank his tea.

Dusit had burned too many bridges. “The last time the office called, they wanted me to show up to an audition where the part was already slated for another actor.” Not that he would ever work with anyone other than Gamon. Still, it had been nice to see Rose.

Charong squinted at him. “Why would they want you to do that?”

“He’s trying to salvage my career or something, but that ship has sailed. So I don’t know what he wants.” And Dusit tried hard not to care.

The phone buzzed again.

Pointing, Charong said, “You could answer the call—if for no other reason than to stop getting calls constantly.”

Dusit hesitated, but when he turned the phone over, the call wasn’t from his agent’s office.

This caller deserved an answer, if only for the sheer number of times he had pulled Dusit off the floor. “Rose, sawasdee krub.”

“A miracle! You’re alive,” Rose teased him.

Dusit scoffed, “All rumors.”

“I’m calling from Kanawat Anwar’s office.”

That was odd. “Why are you calling from my agent’s office?”

“I’m working with him. I’ve got news. Are you sitting down?”

Dusit pulled the phone away from his ear to frown at the screen. He sighed and braced himself. “I told you when Anwar sent me on that pretend audition that I was done with acting.”

He’d done the audition for Rose’s last series to show people he wasn’t the screw-up they believed him to be, and… he hadn’t expected to see Gamon, but he had hoped.

“I think you might reconsider.” Rose sounded pleased with himself.

Dusit didn’t want to play guessing games. “Why?”

“They want to make Don’t Break My Heart 2.”

Getting gut-punched and kicked in the teeth at the same time might have described how he felt at that moment. He exhaled hard, and a tremor tore through him. “No. That can’t be.”

“Yes.” Rose chuckled.

This made no sense. “After so long?”

“Yes.” Rose spoke slower.

He turned away from Charong to hide his hurt and jealousy. “Who will play the leads?”

“Obviously you and Gamon.” Rose’s tone suggested Dusit was foolish to even ask the question.

Chaos broke out in Dusit’s brain while happy screaming took over his heart. “That’s as crazy as it is impossible.”

Gamon wanted nothing to do with him. Right?

Dusit was having trouble catching his breath, because regardless of how impossible the situation was, his damned heart was triple-timing it.

“I’m getting my life together, Rose.” He didn’t need to be knocked off track. The disappointment he would feel when Gamon declined the role was too painful to imagine. It was better to not even go there.

“But Dusit—”

“I’ve got to go, Rose.” Dusit ended the call before hope got the better of him.


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

WHEN GAMON’S phone buzzed, he set his drink on the table and grabbed it.

His new agent was calling.

After the drama with his mother as his agent and manager, why had Gamon made the mistake of signing with an agent who was a friend? He should keep his private and professional lives separate.

The problem was, Gamon found it impossible to say no to Rose. The actor had recently started working with Kanawat Anwar’s agency, and he only worked with a couple of actors. Rose had always been a good friend, so Gamon decided to use whatever clout he still had in the industry to help make Rose legit. No question Rose would have Gamon’s best interests at heart.

Gamon decided to let the call go to voicemail.

Each time Rose talked to him, part of the conversation revolved around options for a new role. Rose was like a parent looking for a marriage match, but he didn’t push.

In the last couple of months, Rose had booked him modeling jobs, a brand ambassador deal, and several minor roles in Thailand, allowing him to move back from France. He had played a coffee shop owner, a best friend, and even a car mechanic. That role had been fun, except for trying to get the oil out of his hair and from under his nails. Acting in those parts was a reminder to Gamon of how much he missed the entire process… and Dusit.

He longed for Dusit with every breath he took, but being on the film set heightened the loss. The expectation of running lines with Dusit or finding a private location so they could be together played havoc with his heart.

His phone beeped with Rose’s message, and Gamon listened to it. “I have some interesting news,” Rose said. “Call me back.”

Was he going to start trying to push Gamon into another ship? How could Gamon agree to someone else? He couldn’t work with anyone else. Crazy, but that would feel like an infidelity his heart wouldn’t allow.

He’d been with a few men since Dusit. Originally he’d hoped that it was his lack of experience that made him so hung up on Dusit. Though the sex was a simple physical release to ease the pain momentarily, he’d experienced nothing close to what he’d had with Dusit.

His phone buzzed with another call. Rose again.

Gamon pressed his lips together but smiled despite himself at Rose’s persistence. He sat at his dining room table and answered, “Hello, Rose.”

“I’m glad I called back. Remember when I told you I’d find you a series that you’d want to do?” Rose asked with more excitement than usual.

Gamon sighed. “Thank you, but you know—”

“That you won’t take a lead without playing opposite Dusit Sitwat, right?”

“Correct.” He tried to pretend that the idea that would never happen didn’t break his heart all over again.

“And that’s why I’m calling you about this lead role,” Rose said and then was quiet, acknowledging Gamon’s requirements with the utmost patience.

The silence allowed Gamon to process Rose’s words. No, that couldn’t be what he meant.

“What? You can’t be serious.” Gamon tried to catch his breath. No way would Dusit say yes to working with him again.

“I am.”

“You can’t—”

“You’d be playing opposite Dusit Sitwat in season two of Don’t Break My Heart the Series.”

The snow globe of his world tipped. Gamon was glad he was sitting. “Really?”

“They want to do a second season of Don’t Break My Heart the Series. You’ll be playing opposite Dusit… and yes, I do mean Dusit Sitwat.”

Shaking his head, Gamon couldn’t fathom the possibility. “Dusit? My Dusit is going to act again… with me?”

“Your Dusit?” Rose’s tone suggested he had caught Gamon’s possessiveness about Dusit and was smiling.

“Rose…. Are you sure? That… he’ll consider it?” Gamon must be dreaming.

“Your Dusit will be in the series.”

There had to be a catch. “He agreed?”

“Kanawat is allowing me to represent Dusit.” Rose hesitated. “I wouldn’t bring this to you if I didn’t think he would.”

There it was, and the other shoe hit him right in the head. “So he hasn’t agreed yet.”

“Technically, no. But he will. I understand where he is on this,” Rose reassured him with confidence.

Petting his chest, Gamon tried to imagine what would make Dusit come back to acting. Surely he’d never agree. But Gamon asked, “Is he doing okay?”

“Better than he’s been in a long time.”

Gamon’s heart calmed, though the thought of Dusit doing okay seemed unlikely. Gamon had seen little information about Dusit in a while, but what had been said of him before that was alarming. “Really?”

“Yeah, he’s got himself together.”

Gamon was skeptical. He had been worried about Dusit for some time. “But he’s still drinking, right?”

“He’s no longer using alcohol to self-medicate.”

“Self-medicate?”

Rose chuckled. “Recently I went to some classes on rebranding. Even though it sounds like spin, many people don’t deal with their issues properly, so they use drugs, alcohol, food, or sex to make themselves feel better temporarily. Actors are no different.”

That made sense. “Hmm.”

“They call that self-medicating.”

Maybe he could view what he’d done as self-medicating with sex. “So, he’s stopped medicating with alcohol?”

“Yeah, and he’s working. He looks good.”

“You saw him?” Gamon didn’t demand Dusit’s address on the spot because he was afraid—afraid of seeing him, of not seeing him, of seeing him and Dusit not wanting to see him. Why would Dusit want to see him after Gamon’s mother broke up their relationship and made it appear as if that was Gamon’s choice?

“Not personally, but I know where he is. I tracked him down when he wouldn’t stay on the phone long enough to have a complete conversation.”

“Where is he?” Gamon couldn’t keep the desperate need out of his voice.

“He’s in Bangkok, working in a friend’s bar.” Rose said it calmly, like this wasn’t big news.

“A bar?” Wait, if he used alcohol to—

“He’s not drinking, though.” Rose sounded confident.

Gamon wanted to believe that was true. “How do you know?”

“Someone I know has seen him and said he looks healthy.”

Sounded like stalking to Gamon. “Someone you know?”

Rose cleared his throat. “The Kanawat Anwar Agency doesn’t play games.”

“Meaning?”

“Kanawat employs people to… vet people without notice.”

“People who track down actors and spy on them?” It sounded a little cloak-and-dagger, but Gamon would put nothing past people in the entertainment industry. They would protect their bottom line.

“I thought you might want to know—”

“How is he? Really? Is he okay?” How could he be? He was alone—or maybe….

“My friend chatted with the owner of the bar, who seems to be good friends with Dusit. The owner praised him for not drinking. When he was there, the owner’s sister came in with food for both Dusit and Rose. My friend says he looks healthy.”
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