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Dedicated to everyone who didn’t discover their identities until adulthood or are still discovering themselves. We are valid; we belong here.




Chapter One

Michael Eden did not believe in love at first sight—it was a completely ridiculous notion. First came attraction, or lust if one was to be blunt about it, then a discovery of shared interests and a passion for discussing opposite interests. And from that, an intimate history of shared experiences. There was a science to it, right down to the feeling. And that was cool; it was still a wonderful, magical thing, but it didn’t just happen instantly.

He believed that right up until the day he found himself on the closed set for a music video, dancing a complex choreography around the love of his life. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen—she was slim to the point of being flat-chested, and her jaw was a little too square. But she had long dark-brown hair that hung in heavy waves around her shoulders, sexy legs, and her eyes, dear god, her eyes. Big and cinnamon brown, surrounded by long dark lashes. One look in those eyes and Michael Eden had lost his heart forever.

When filming ended, though, he couldn’t find her. All he knew was her first name. Darcy.

Over a year later, without ever finding her again, he still dreamed about her regularly. Dreamed of her eyes closing as her lips pressed to his, of her slender body against his. Dreamed her breasts barely apples in his hands, tiny, with perfect, rosy nipples. Sometimes his dreams were explicit enough to wake up covered in spunk, which was worse when he’d spent the night with a woman as much like his beloved Darcy as he’d been able to find.

They never satisfied him, not really, and he’d stopped picking up women for what was basically masturbation. Oh, he tried to make sure they got off, too, not because he wanted to please them so much as he felt guilty for pretending they were someone else. It wasn’t worth it.

His current gig was a production of Bite Me! at the Mermaid Theatre. He was assistant choreographer in addition to leading the chorus dancers, and while it wasn’t headline fame, it was satisfying. In fact, if he could just forget Darcy, his life would be close to perfect.

He shook his head briefly as he pedalled his bike home from the theatre. Maybe he should seek professional help. He grimaced, hating the very idea of a psychiatrist.

His phone chose that moment to chime. He knew it was Dave by the ringtone, and that it was a text by the vibration. Nothing he had to stop and answer.

He was sweating by the time he locked his bike into the sheltered rack behind his building and climbed the back stairs. It was a small three-story walk-up, built in the early fifties. His apartment still had a milk door outside the kitchen, although it had been long since blocked off and screwed shut. He couldn’t imagine someone carting crates of milk bottles up those stairs every morning to deliver to the apartments.

He flipped the air conditioner switch to suck out the July heat, put a pot of water on to boil for his mac and cheese, and took a quick shower before checking Dave’s text—it just read: Call me when u get a chance.

Michael finished his supper, supplementing the boxed meal with a small plastic clamshell of blackberries. His laptop was playing tunes in the background, and he left it on as he called Dave.

“Sup?”

“Michael! Hey, listen I need a favour.”

“Anything, buddy.”

“They’re going to be fumigating my place, so we all need to bug out for a couple of days. I was wondering if I could stay with you?”

Michael had a tiny one-bedroom apartment, and he knew he was lucky to be able to afford it. Most guys he knew had roommates or lived in apartments so small their kitchen was their bedroom. Dave could crash on his couch or sleep in his bed. Dave was gay and he was straight, but they’d been friends forever, and sleeping in the same bed was no big deal.

He and Dave had swapped hand jobs on occasion and once, while drunk, blowjobs. Dave had told Michael he was bisexual. Michael didn’t feel bisexual, though—more like an open-minded straight guy. Jerking another guy to relieve some horniness wasn’t the same as thinking guys were hot or wanting to date one.

“It’s not like we have sex,” he’d protested.

“Bro, even if your definition of sex is limited to dicks going into another person’s bodily orifice, blowjobs count.”

Michael had rolled his eyes and shook his head. “One time. It was one time. And alcohol was involved.”

“River in Egypt.”

He and Dave could sleep in the same bed with nothing remotely sexual too. They were friends, and once in a rare while, they shared special benefits and that was it.

Now he said, “How many days?”

“Two, three at the most. I guess ants are almost as hard to kill as roaches. That a problem? You finally got a real girlfriend?”

Michael laughed. “Nah. Still waiting to find the woman of my dreams.” He took a split second to think about it and said, “Of course you can stay.”




Chapter Two

Shelter Cove shut down production for the day when the squall that meteorologists had been predicting all day finally blew in at four. The wind came up first and messed with the sound. They could dub the dialogue in later, but hair and costumes could only take so much, especially the dress Darcy was supposed to be wearing in his scenes.

His was a minor recurring character, a young man drawn to Shelter Cove to escape his mobster father and hiding as a woman. Dana was seen by LeBaron Dayer as arriving a little too coincidentally. LeBaron was also attracted to Dana, which gave the character a reason to hold him at arm’s length—and made him suspicious for all the wrong reasons. It was a good role, and the exposure on a show like Shelter Cove could only bring Darcy more work in the future, even if he preferred to stay in the Stellarton area.

Although he wasn’t making nearly as much as the principals, Darcy had a comfortable contract, and time enough to model for the life-drawing classes at the Stellarton College of Art and Design. The modelling didn’t pay much at all, but it was his way of giving back to the college he’d graduated from. It was what he did between acting jobs.

He shimmied out of his costume and into the soft jeans and a lightweight sweater that were his own clothes, washed Dana’s makeup off his face, and resigned himself to getting soaked waiting for the bus home.

“Hey, Darcy—craft services is setting up in the Buoy. If you take advantage, I can probably give you a ride back to town,” Kayleen said. She played the town librarian, a role even less recurring than his own, but with a handful of scenes every season. They were seldom shooting at the same time.

He glanced outside as he gathered his hair behind his neck and pulled it through a plain black scrunchie. The rain was being driven sideways by the wind.

“Thanks. I’ll be right there.”

The Buoy was the bar LeBaron owned and where Dana waited tables. A location set, in a normally abandoned boathouse. But since it already had half a dozen tables and chairs set up, it was as good a place as any for craft services to set out an early supper.

Darcy found himself in line behind Carlos Bowes, the tall, muscular black man who played LeBaron. Carlos glanced back and smiled briefly. “Nice work today, Darcy.”

“Thanks. You, too. Heard you got some daytime soap after you…?”

“There’s been some noise. Not sure it’s a good move for me, though. Besides, what if Shelter Cove takes off like Supernatural? This is only the fourth season. I’d be foolish to give that up for a soap.”

Darcy nodded, putting a sandwich, a fruit cup, and something that was either tapioca or rice pudding on his tray along with a bottle of cranberry juice and a bottle of water. He was just part of the fourth season plot arc; whether Shelter Cove had five seasons or fifteen, he was done at the end of this year’s production.

Carlos said, “I guess we’ll be finishing up tomorrow. You know our characters are probably going to kiss, given the storyline?”

“Yeah, figures.”

“I’ve never kissed a man before. You know. That way.”

“Me neither. How hard can it be?” Darcy said, hoping he was right. He’d never kissed anyone before “that way” as Carlos put it. He’d never been interested.

“Oh.” Carlos looked surprised. Then he grinned again. “Then I guess we’ll both learn something, eh?”

“I guess we will,” he responded. Kayleen waved frantically at him, and he smiled at Carlos. “See you tomorrow.”

He sat down with Kayleen as she gushed, “He’s so hot, don’t you think?”

Darcy shoulder-checked Carlos, catching mostly back and a well-curved ass. “I guess. I mean, he’s physically attractive, but then, so is Krista Michelle.”

She beamed at him. “Right. So. Some weather, huh?”

Darcy laughed, even as he glanced at the windows. The wind was driving the rain with pane-rattling force. “Yeah. Thanks for offering me a ride.”




Chapter Three

Kayleen’s car was in good shape for its age, a champagne-coloured Saturn from the logo on the hood. As they drove towards the city proper, Kayleen said, “So…” just as his phone rang.

Darcy recognized the ringtone and pulled out his phone with an apologetic look. “I have to take this. It’s my agency.”

“Darcy! Oh good, I wasn’t sure I’d reach you,” came Sunanda’s familiar voice. “Plan Chromatic is shooting a new video, a follow-up to the one they did last year. They’re going for a concept look.”

Darcy pulled his phone from his ear for a brief moment to frown at it, as if Sunanda could see him. “I’m glad for them, but what’s that to do with me? I was just a backup dancer.” He wasn’t a particularly skilled dancer, so he felt he’d lucked into the job at a time when he really needed the pay.

“Oh, but you weren’t, remember? They closed the set to keep it secure, and one of their actresses suddenly took sick.”

He remembered; the woman hadn’t even made it through makeup when she’d suddenly turned and vomited in front of everyone. It hadn’t been anything subtle. But none of the other women on the closed set fit her dress. Darcy had, so they’d quickly made up his face, stuffed the bodice of the dress with cotton, and sealed the faux bosom with artful tape. His long hair had been restyled while he’d gone over the very brief script—no lines, of course, but he had to lip-sync a couple of the lyrics and learn the new choreography in heels, which had been found last minute. He never did find out which of the women present had feet the same size as his. He was never credited for it, either, though they did pay him appropriately.
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