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      For Ricardo- Despite your absence you continue to inspire me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rémy- Two Years Ago

          

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t uttered a single word in months. Nor had I imbibed a single drop of caffeine or alcohol. No dairy products or heavily spiced foods, just a steady diet of bland crap and hot tea with honey. Singing was everything to me, and I’d do whatever it took to preserve my one and only talent, so except for my work onstage, I was totally silent.

      After my voice cracked performing at the Met, I limited myself to handwritten notes and text messages, anything to prevent that embarrassment from ever happening again. I’d consulted doctors and specialists and all had said the same thing: either slow down my performance schedule or stop any unnecessary speech. I chose to keep my trap shut.

      Only last month I’d appeared on the cover of Opera Magazine, hailed as the next Placido Domingo. I’d signed a record deal, and my agent had my calendar booked solid for the next year and a half. There was no possible way I could put the brakes on my career. Too many people were depending on me, and with my star on the rise I needed to work as much as possible. But, the fear of failing on stage in front of thousands of people never left me. 

      Now here I was on one of the grandest stages of all, The Royal Opera house in Covent Garden, with sweat pouring down my sides while I waited for the curtain to rise. The orchestra had begun to tune their instruments and the low roar of the crowd taking their seats had dissipated. My costume was this ridiculous purple toga, and the brass laurel leaf I wore on my head was digging into my scalp.

      “Toi toi toi!” My co-star Adrianna whispered in my ear, the equivalent of break a leg for opera singers. I grinned at her, hoping my terror wasn’t obvious. She was an emerging star, a Lyric Soprano with an agile voice and stunning looks that guaranteed her a grand career.

      As long as she didn’t lose her voice.

      Moments later the scarlet and gold curtain rose, and the performance began.
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      Usually I lost myself in the music, immersing myself in whatever role I was playing. But tonight I feared the worst. I loved Baroque Opera and had begged my agent Clarissa to find me the perfect role. She had, and to my regret I found it insanely difficult to perform. It was composed by Handel and was originally meant to be performed by castrati singers. Thankfully, there are no more of them, but even with my role being recast from a soprano to a tenor the arias were extremely difficult. Every single note had to be sung correctly. It was a battle between substance and style, and the insane number of glissandos and trills was stretching my voice to its limits, even with my complete and utter silence when not singing. Yet I was doing what I had dreamt of doing my entire life, and if it meant I could not speak in order to sing, by God I’d never talk again.

      Instead of period costumes, the stage director had chosen a much more avant garde production, and I felt pity for the women who performed with little more than a few strategically draped pieces of gauze. Despite the near nudity, the effect was very elegant and refined. We were in the second week of performances, and though I’d had my misgivings, the reviews had been superb, if not the best of my career.

      “Bel Canto Tenor Rémy Grosjean Makes Royal Opera Debut.”

      “... Grosjean’s voice makes you forget that it was once castrated singers performing such vocal acrobatics. His technique and style is sheer perfection and his star is definitely on the rise!”

      But the reviews did nothing to quell my fear. At last night's performance my voice had wobbled while hitting the upper limits of my vocal register. The audience hadn’t noticed since it was peppered in between a flurry of sixteenth notes, but the conductor had immediately glanced up with a look of concern on his face. After the performance I went directly to my dressing room and stared at my reflection in the brightly lit mirror, little streaks of black kohl snaking down my cheeks. 

      “Please God, don’t let that happen again.” I mouthed, then swiped at my eyes with the back of my hand. 
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      The fog created from the dry ice wreaked havoc on my vocal cords. Though I’d written a note of complaint to the stage director he’d shrugged it off. It appeared purple thanks to the footlights and allowed the singers to look like they were floating instead of walking across the stage. It was my final aria before I was killed by the king, my love interest’s father. 

      Slowly, I glided up the stage, the spotlight following my every move. Once there, I waited for the music to begin. The conductor lifted his baton, and the strings began to swirl, followed by the slow thunder of the timpani. 

      Then, my worst nightmare, the one thing I dreaded the most happened.

      I opened my mouth and only the barest hint of my voice emerged. Forcing myself to continue, I opened my chest and my mouth wider, hoping to propel more volume through my vocal cords but instead of the luscious, natural sound I’d been heralded for all I heard was a croak. 

      The conductor silenced the orchestra, and the audience glared in my direction. There was nothing I could do to stop the tears, but I didn’t want to have thousands of witnesses. I ran off the stage and locked myself in my dressing room. Soon there was a pounding at the door, and I heard a key entering the lock. It had to be the stage director, for he was the only one with the key. The door flew open, banging against the wall, and the elderly man’s eyes were filled with pity.

      I loathed pity.

      “Rémy, I’m so sorry. I know a voice specialist who can…”

      “Shut up!” I rasped, then snatched a container filled with greasepaint off the scratched wooden counter and threw it at my reflection in the mirror. A long crack splintered it down the middle.

      I sank to my knees and sobbed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Gray

        

      

    

    
      When I boarded the bus on Belvedere, a cold Spring mist covered me. I’d left my umbrella at home, trusting that the weather app on my phone was correct for a change. In theory, it was partly cloudy, with a thirty percent chance of rain. The dark clouds swirling over the James River as the bus crossed the bridge to the southside told another story. It matched my mood perfectly, adding another layer of gloom and uncertainty that settled in the pit of my stomach whenever I had to go to work.

      For the last two months my co-worker at the cosmetics counter, Angie, had barely spoken to me. I’d been called into my manager’s office every week with multiple complaints from her and the other beauty advisors. According to them, I was stealing sales, mowing them down in my rush to make sales for the line I sold, Isabelle Lancray. Nothing could be further from the truth. The difference between me and them was I worked my ass off, instead of leaning against the counter gossiping with coworkers. Because of this, I went to work every day afraid to speak or move, not wanting to provoke their animosity, and I’d seen my paychecks shrink as a result. I’d barely been able to scrounge enough money to pay the rent on my tiny one-bedroom apartment, and ramen noodles had become a dietary staple.

      I worked for Thalhimers department store, and though schlepping lipstick to the wealthy west-end women wasn’t exactly my dream job, it paid the bills. My degree was in theatrical makeup, but those jobs were insanely hard to find, though I’d snagged a few gigs when the occasional Hollywood film was shot in Richmond. And while makeup counter jobs were fairly easy to come by, none of them could compare to working at Thalhimers. The hours were perfect, and so was the pay. We were only open from ten in the morning until seven and were closed on Sundays. It was a luxury retailer, so the typical customer didn’t bat an eye with shelling out a thousand bucks on a jar of night cream. There was no other retailer in town where I could make such great commission and keep decent hours.

      When the doors to the bus opened at my stop the rain was pouring down. Another perk of my job was the excellent discount on clothing. Unfortunately, the designer threads I was wearing hated water, and I was about to be drenched. I lifted my backpack over my head, stepped off the bus and raced across the parking lot as fast as I could go. By the time I reached the employee entrance my black wool turtleneck was stuck to my skin, and my loafers were soggy from splashing through puddles. The first person I saw was Angie, looking dry and superior. She smirked in my direction while she punched in at the time-clock. Since that was the closest thing to a smile I’d had from her in weeks, it instantly filled me with dread.

      “Watch your back.” Steve whispered as he took my backpack. He was in charge of loss prevention, and they held onto our bags while we worked. Since he’d never spoken to me beyond a simple “good morning” before, the drenched hair on the back of my neck tingled. I wanted to ask what he meant, but there was a line forming at the time-clock and I couldn’t. 

      My index finger shook as I punched in my ID number, and I messed it up and had to do it again, provoking a cascade of groans from the people behind me. It was less than a minute until the store opened and we were all running behind schedule thanks to the rain. When I turned away from the time-clock, I heard a woman’s voice whisper, “asshole.” My cheeks burned, and I had to stop myself from turning around to see who it was. Instead, I pushed through the double doors and jogged toward my counter, where I saw the cosmetics department manager, Jean, waiting for me, Angie by her side. I winced as a cramp tore through my stomach. 

      Fuck my life.

      “Gray, Kim wants to see you in human resources.” Jean said, her stare aimed over my shoulder. Angie’s overly made-up eyes never left my face, and the smirk I’d seen earlier was now an ear-to-ear grin. “Now.” 

      “Did she…” I began, but the woman hurried away before I could finish my sentence. Angie ripped open a cardboard box full of stock to put away, that smug grin never leaving her face. My fists clenched, and I had to bite my lower lip to prevent myself from saying something she’d use against me, again. When I turned to leave, I could’ve sworn I heard a giggle coming from her.

      I winced and said nothing. 

      As I crossed the marble floor to the escalator, my eyes instantly went to the Blumarine ripped jeans displayed on the wall next to it. They retailed for $699, and because of the insane amount of feathers and beads embroidered into them, could only be worn once, if at all. They were stunning, and I’d have given anything to be able to afford them. Of course, the practical side of my brain screamed at the utter waste of money. But, the artist in me craved them, and like the visual department had done, I would have framed and hung them up just so I could appreciate their beauty. 

      This job meant so much to me. I’d never made as much money, and even though I wasn’t close to being the type of guy who could shop here, it felt fucking good to say I worked for Thalhimers. Plus, I was an artist. I was surrounded by elegance and beauty every single day, and compared to other retail work, it was cushy, refined, and I wasn’t embarrassed to tell people where I spent thirty-five hours every week.

      “Fuck.” I whispered, and when I got to the third floor, I stepped off the escalator and trudged toward human resources.
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      “Gray, Kim will see you now.” 

      I nodded to the receptionist and got to my feet. My legs felt like spaghetti as I walked down the hallway to Kim’s office. When I got there, it surprised me to see an unfamiliar face. A statuesque blonde was standing behind Kim, her arms crossed over her chest. Her thin lips were pressed together, and I sensed she was yet another person in the crazy store I shouldn’t trust.

      “Have a seat.” Kim sighed, and after I did, the blonde woman sat next to me and crossed her long legs. We sat in silence for a few moments while Kim drummed her fingers on the desk. Finally, the woman next to me turned and held out her hand for me to shake.

      “My name is Theresa Goldman and I manage human resources for our corporate office.” 

      I’d just lifted my hand to shake hers, but it froze in place. Fuck me, but this was Kim’s boss, and if she’d made the trip from New York just to see me, it couldn’t be good. I shook my head back and forth and briefly took her hand in mine and mumbled “Nice to meet you.”

      “Gray, as you know the last few months have been rough in our cosmetics department, and unfortunately you are at the center of the storm.” Kim said, steepling her hands under her chin. Then she opened a folder and glanced down. “The first thing we want to do is thank you for your hard work.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I froze. Maybe this would not be as bad as I thought. 

      “Isabelle Lancray was our lowest performing cosmetics counter and you’ve made it profitable. You are a highly skilled artist and salesman.” Kim said, then she pulled a piece of paper from the folder and grimaced. “In fact, you are a top producer in the department. But…” She hesitated, and then the woman next to me, Theresa interrupted.

      “We are very pleased with your performance, but your coworker, Angie Stephens has accused you of sexual harassment.”

      “What the… but I’m gay. Everyone knows it, like…” My heart hammered in my chest. Jesus fucking Christ, but this was insane. I looked at Kim, who wouldn’t meet my gaze, then turned toward Theresa, who did. She shook her head and sighed.

      “Yes, we are aware of that, but…” the woman began, but I cut her off.

      “You can’t seriously believe this. Like, there’s no way I’d ever…”

      “We would like to believe you, we really would, but according to our corporate policy we must investigate the matter, unless...” Kim’s voice trailed off, and I noticed her cheeks darkening. I turned to Theresa who stood up and began to pace behind Kim’s desk. Then she stopped and addressed me.

      “Sexual harassment is a matter Thalhimers takes very seriously, and we are... aware that you are…”

      “Harassment? Why the hell aren’t you protecting me from harassment? Do you realize I could take this to court and…” I stammered, noticing Kim wince.

      “We are hoping to avoid that. Kim?” Theresa nodded to her, and then Kim slid a piece of paper across the desk and laid a pen on top of it. “The toxicity of the working environment is detrimental to the health of our business. We are prepared to give you three months severance if you will leave your position immediately. You will agree never to seek legal action against Thalhimers, and will maintain your silence over this matter.”

      “This can’t be happening.” I murmured, then felt tears welling up in my eyes. “What about Angie? Why is it I’m the only one who…”

      “Let us deal with her. Our only concern now is to protect our business, and while we appreciate the hard work you’ve done while employed here, this has become too big of a problem to ignore.” Theresa snatched a kleenex out of a box on Kim’s desk and handed it to me. “I’m truly sorry, but this is the best we can do for you.”

      My shoulders sagged. I knew it was useless to argue this any further, and all I wanted to do was bolt. The thought of a long drawn-out lawsuit seemed hopeless, and despite the fact that I was losing my job, I also felt a certain sense of relief. I reached for the pen, my fingers shaking as I scrawled my signature on the agreement. When I glanced up, neither woman would look me in the eye. Getting to my feet, I crossed the office and opened the door, unable to speak to either of them. 

      “Your severance will be direct deposited into your account on Friday. We wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors.” Kim said weakly, but I didn’t turn around or say anything to acknowledge that she had spoken. Instead, I straightened my shoulders and walked out, knowing I had been wronged and helpless to do anything about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Gray

        

      

    

    
      “Thank God.” 

      I shut my laptop and placed it on the coffee table, knocking an empty pizza box to the floor. True to their word, my severance pay was now in my bank account a week later. I’d never had a balance so large before, and despite the black mood I’d been in since they had sacked me, it allowed me to breathe a little easier.

      “I’d rather have my fucking job back.” I muttered, rubbing my temples and shutting my eyes. I’d spent the last few days on the couch, unable to process what had happened to me and worried that Thalhimers would renege on the money. All I could think about was Angie’s sly smile as I’d left the building after getting the axe. I’d purposefully taken the service elevator in the rear of the store so nobody would see my humiliated face. Like a cat playing with its prey, she’d been there when the elevator doors slid open, and I’d raced past her to avoid the confrontation I desperately wanted, but knew would only make things worse.

      “For christ’s sake, I’m fucking gay.” I said for possibly the hundredth time over the last week. It was like my brain couldn’t wrap itself around the fact that I’d been screwed over, and that somehow that conniving woman had won the twisted game I had never wanted to play. A coworker had sent me a long text complaining about Angie. Now that I was out of the picture, she had taken over my job and was managing my former counter. It was obvious to everyone that the sole reason for her getting me fired was so she could make more money.

      I couldn’t understand why they had even considered Angie’s wild accusations. Why was I the one stuck on the couch staring at empty pizza boxes and food-stained takeout cartons and not her? Why was Thalhimers so fucking blind?

      “At least rent will be paid.” I said to the empty walls, then leaned back into the cushions and pulled my knees up to my chest. My vision blurred as a layer of tears coated my eyes.

      “Stop it.” I muttered, swiping at them with the back of my hand. “Have you ever thought that maybe it's best for you not to be in that toxic cosmetics department any longer?”

      For the last two months I had feared that I was getting an ulcer, with constant jabbing pains in my gut whenever I had to go to work. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought I could be fired for sexual harassment, a charge so ludicrous I…

      “Fuck this.” 

      I straightened out my legs, wincing as my muscles stretched out for the first time in hours. Getting to my feet, I padded into the bathroom, flipped on the light and confronted my reflection in the mirror. My eyes were red and swollen, and since I’d not bothered to shave, I had the beginnings of a not-so-bad beard. Greasy black hair stuck to my forehead, and there was a smear of tomato sauce below my lip.

      “This can’t continue. You were wronged, but now you’ll never have to lay eyes on that backstabbing bitch ever again.” I whispered, then opened the medicine cabinet and pulled out my razor and eye drops, then put the razor back. I shut the door and stared at myself again, forcing a shadow of a smile. Then I cleared my throat and spoke forcefully to the sad face staring back at me. 

      “You will get cleaned up, and you are going to leave this apartment. I don’t care if it’s just a walk around the block, but you can’t live like this anymore.”
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      When I opened the door to my building, my eyes squinted at the bright sunlight. I hadn’t seen it in days and I forced myself down the old wooden steps to the brick sidewalk. I turned toward the direction of the James River, then spun around and walked in the opposite way. Though I had no desire to speak to anyone, I felt the need to be around people. There was a coffee shop on Cary Street I went to occasionally, Percolate. I’d get a cup of tea and see what normal, non-depressed people looked like. 

      I lived on China Street in a small apartment building with three other tenants, all students. A greenish-yellow haze of pollen covered the windshields of cars parked on both sides of the street. Spring had officially started while I had languished on the couch feeling sorry for myself, and I shrugged off my hoodie and tied it around my waist. 

      When I got to the end of my block, I saw a familiar face. I didn’t want to actually speak with anyone and was about to turn back toward the direction of the river when her voice rang out.

      “Gray!”

      Sneaky owned a bar next door to the coffee shop I’d been walking toward. We weren’t besties or anything, but we saw each other occasionally at parties they threw around the neighborhood. As she was crossing the street toward me, her tattooed arms spread open for a hug. When she touched me I flinched and hoped she didn’t notice. Sneaky pulled back, her arms laced around my neck. Then her bright red lips flattened out and her eyebrows drew together.

      “What’s wrong? You look like someone has died.” 

      I bit my lip, not wanting to be a downer. When I opened my mouth to speak, I hesitated, trying to think of something neutral, but instead the truth popped out.

      “I, um, well, I lost my job.”

      “Shit. I’m sorry. Did it just happen, or…” she started, but I held up my hand and shook my head.

      “Look, I don’t want to talk about it. It didn’t go down very well, and I’m still feeling a little raw, if you know what I mean.” I averted my eyes and grimaced. “But, thanks for…”

      “Where are you headed?” She interrupted. I shrugged my shoulders and opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I felt the now-familiar pressure building up behind my eyes. 

      “You’re coming with me.” Sneaky grabbed my hand and started dragging me forward. “Sometimes shitty things happen to good people, and you are good people, Gray.” 

      “But…”

      “I’m not taking no for an answer,” she said in a high-pitched sing-song voice, then I swiped at my eyes with my other hand and followed her down the sidewalk.
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      “This round is on the house.”

      Sneaky placed a beer and a shot of tequila in front of me. I hadn’t had a shot of anything in a long time, and when I lifted the glass, I almost gagged at the smell. Getting drunk wasn’t my usual way of coping with stress, preferring the comfort of junk food and mindless television. 

      “Fuck it.” I said, then slugged back the shot. It burned going down and my eyes watered. Sneaky slid a finger bowl of cut up limes in front of me. I bit into one and shuddered. “Jesus, I’d forgotten how awful tequila tastes.”

      Sneaky laughed. “Trust me, your second shot will go down a lot smoother than the first.”

      A customer at the other end of the scratched-up wooden bar waved in Sneaky’s direction and she went to take their order. I was seated at the end of the bar next to a beat-up pool table. I swiveled my head around to get a good look at the place. There was a row of booths on the opposite wall, and they looked to be in the same condition as the pool table. The exposed brick walls were covered in artwork though, and some of it was superb. I’d only been here once or twice before and guessed she was displaying the work of a VCU art student.

      “Excuse me young man, is this seat taken?” A woman’s voice drawled with a thick southern accent. I turned my head to see a large woman with vibrant, burgundy hair piled on her head, held in place with a pair of rainbow-colored chopsticks. It was an odd question since it was early in the afternoon and there was only a handful of customers. I shook my head no, and then she sat next to me.

      “Sneaky, darling, Josh and Serge will be here any minute. Would you mind setting us up with our usual adult beverages?” Sneaky gave her a thumbs up and the woman turned to me.

      “My, what a handsome fella.” She cooed, and I’d swear that she batted her (false) eyelashes. “My name is Onnie Belle.”

      “Pardon me?” I asked, wondering if I’d heard her correctly.

      “Onnie Belle. It’s unique, just like me.” 

      I saw two tall men heading in our direction. One was a redhead and had a huge smile while the ebony-haired man scowled, jamming his phone into the pocket of his suit jacket. Onnie Belle noticed me noticing them, swiveled her head toward them and waved. Then she leaned toward me and whispered, “It’s a shame they only have eyes for each other. They’re so damn hot.”

      For the first time in what felt like forever I laughed. This bizarre older woman was a trip. Maybe it was a good thing that Sneaky had dragged me here after all?

      Sneaky placed their drinks in front of them, beers for the boys and a glass of wine for Onnie Belle. Seconds later she picked up a bottle from behind the bar and held it up to me with a cocked eyebrow.

      “No, I really shouldn’t…” I began, then Onnie Belle placed a hand on my thigh. “On second thoughts, why the hell not.” I sighed, wondering how I’d gone from being accused of sexual harrassment to being harassed myself.

      “Good boy.” Onnie Belle said, then removed her hand. “What’s your name?”

      I hesitated for half a second. “Gray Wyatt.”

      “Matches your eyes, though I detect a hint of blue.” The older woman said leaning into me. The redheaded man next to her began laughing.

      “Jesus, Onnie Belle. You will scare the dude off.” Then he reached a hand past her for me to shake. “My name is Josh, and you must pardon my friend. She suffers from PBD.”

      “PBD?” I had no idea what the hell that was.

      “Poor boundary disorder.” He laughed, then Onnie Belle swatted at him. I shook his hand, and then he pointed to the man next to him. “This is my husband, Serge. He’s normally a little friendlier, but work is driving him nuts right now.”

      The dark-haired man gave me a curt nod. Then reached into his pocket, pulled out his cell and got to his feet. “Excuse me.” Serge grimaced and went to the other side of the room and began pacing while talking on the phone. 

      “Did he get the singer?” Onnie Belle asked Josh, who rolled his eyes.

      “Almost.” Josh replied, and tilted his head toward Serge who was now chopping a hand through the air with an air of impatience. “According to Serge, he’s being a bit of a prima donna. Who knows? Opera singers are demanding as hell.”

      “And he’s not?” Onnie Belle raised an eyebrow and she and Josh laughed. “I bet that whoever the singer is that they’ve met their match with our conductor.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” The sound of Serge’s voice cut through the air like a knife. Then he jammed his phone back into his pocket and stalked over to the bar. “Fucking Rémy wants his own personal assistant. Hell, even I don’t have one and I’m the conductor.” He drummed his fingers on the bar and glanced in my direction. “That guy has the right idea. Sneaky, pour me a shot.”

      As Sneaky poured, Serge began laughing. “Oh, and Thom Grady put in his notice. Angela will also have to deal with finding another makeup artist. We’re stretching our budget already and…”

      “Gray,” Sneaky interrupted him, “is a makeup artist. Aren’t you?”

      I nodded and opened my mouth to speak, but Serge cut me off.

      “Do you know theatrical makeup? You know, special effects and stuff?”

      “Yeah, I studied at Tom Savini’s school in Pennsylvania. He…”

      “Oh, I know who Tom is.” Serge’s face brightened. “I went to the Curtis Institute in Philly, and some of his students freelanced with our productions. If you studied with him, you are exactly what we are looking for.”

      For the first time in days I felt a flicker of hope. I had only sold makeup at a department store to make ends meet. Theatrical makeup was my passion.

      “Are you available? Oh, and just to let you know, I am not in charge of… wait a minute. This could work.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Well, are you?”

      “Available? Yes, in fact this is…” Serge cut me off again.

      “I’m not who you would interview with, though I am in charge of the budget. You’d have to audition with our stage director. But… let me make a quick phone call.” Serge leapt to his feet and walked outside where I presumed he was making the call.

      My limbs tingled, and I realized I was holding my breath. I shut my eyes and exhaled. When I opened them again Sneaky was in front of me waving the bottle of tequila over my glass with a smile. I nodded, and she poured. Maybe everything would work out after all and losing my shitty job was meant to be. 

      Onnie Belle and Josh began talking to me but all I could do was mutter yes or no to their questions. I’d gone to Tom Savini’s school hoping that one day I’d get to work in Hollywood. But, I’d fallen in love with a man from Richmond, Virginia and ended up here, and like so many others before me, once you lived in RVA it was hard to leave. 

      The door to the bar swung open and Serge strolled back in, his white teeth split into a smile.

      “You might have solved at least one of my problems.” Serge lifted his beer in my direction and winked. “Let’s talk business.”
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