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Dedicated to my own fairy godbrother, Jeff Mayo. 

Here’s to 32 more years of love, laughter and a friendship that was meant to be. 

I love you - GV
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Prologue, Christmas Eve, 2004
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With nary a creek, a tiny bundle of boundless energy opened the door that led from her bedroom, a cheerful pink oasis tucked in the large neocolonial style home on a tree lined street in Pasadena, California. She pulled some of the playful tangles of her tousled dark hair from her dancing blue eyes before carefully and soundlessly padding down the carpeted hallway. Her feet followed the sound of carols playing in the warm and cozy living room downstairs to find her mother putting the finishing touches on their cheerfully decorated Christmas tree. She held each trinket like a cherished treasure, turning it over in her hands with a nostalgic smile as she examined each memento. The Eiffel Tower, the old jalopy, even the pink pair of slippers found their place among all the other ornaments that told the story of their family.

Her mother looked so happy and peaceful the little girl almost didn’t want to disturb her. But despite her best efforts to stay concealed her mother turned with a barely contained smile. “It’s not morning yet, you know.”

“I know,” the little girl sighed as she plopped onto the sofa. “But I’m too excited to sleep.”

“Santa won’t visit as long as you’re awake.”

That piqued the child’s interest. “Where is he now?” 

“Let’s see,” her mother responded as she abandoned the decorating to head toward a computer sitting on a desk in the corner. Within a few clicks she had the information. “Looks like he’s headed to New York. That means he’ll be here in just a few hours.”

The child pouted. “But I can’t sleep. Maybe you should tell me a story.”

Any reprimand died on the woman’s lips as she glanced over at her beloved child. How could she deny her anything, much less a bedtime story? “Okay,” the mother agreed as she came to sit beside the little girl. “Which one?”

The child smiled wide. “You know.”

Her mother giggled as she pulled the cuddly little girl close. “Yes, I suppose I do.” Her eyes fell on the computer sitting across the room from where they huddled on the sofa. “It’s a story that took place only ten years ago, but things were a little different then. Back then we couldn’t get a lot of our information in the blink of an eye like we do today. People still got letters in the mail and sent special cards to let those they loved know they were thinking about them no matter where their travels would take them.”

“Postcards,” the little girl supplied.

“Postcards,” the mother affirmed with a smile. “We still send and receive postcards today, but back then it was different. You could connect people all over the planet with brave little messages even a stranger could intercept. But you know what makes them extra special?”

“It was how you met Daddy,” the little girl whispered, in awe at the power of fate.

“It was how love brought your daddy to me,” the mother said softly. The little girl always thought her mother grew even lovelier when she spoke about the special bond they shared.

So, the little girl snuggled in her mother’s arms and waited for the story she had heard many times in the previous seven years, but one that seemed to get better each and every time her mother told it.

“It was 1994,” the woman said, a softness creeping into her voice as she remembered how it all began. “I had just moved to Los Angeles to start my new career. I was pretty excited, and a little scared. And I had no idea that fate was about to change my life in a remarkable way.”
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Chapter One
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Sold. It’s about the best four-letter word out there, especially when you’re a 24-year-old art graduate from the sticks of Clovis, California. It means that you’ve been set free from your pseudo-country kinda town and own a little speck of land right in the middle of the action – the hub of entertainment, the pulse and heartbeat of California... Los Angeles. Of course, as a student of art I’d much rather have set off for Paris, but L.A. wasn’t Fresno and that was good enough for me.

When I stepped out of the moving van onto my driveway next to my front yard in front of my condominium that boasted such a fine four-letter word, I wanted to shout to the world, “My name is Caitlin O’Neal and I’m about to begin my life.”

Sure, I had been breathing, eating, walking, talking and thinking for 24 years, but I had yet to start my life as I define it – on my own terms. To really do that I felt like I needed to move far away enough from my hometown and my built-in safety net, to rise or fall on my own merit, kind of like walking a tightrope with no safety net. 

I graduated Fresno State University just months before, with a 3.8 G.P.A. thank you very much. It wasn’t that I wasn’t humbled by my success; I just knew how hard I worked and how much I sacrificed to make it happen. 

Other girls my age partied, drank and enjoyed their youth while they were still foolish enough to get away with it. Meanwhile I had my nose buried in a book. If not, I was prowling museums and art galleries doing any kind of job I could talk my way into. I didn’t worry about fitting in socially as much as I concentrated on standing out academically. 

Not that you can’t do both, of course, but I’ve always done better with a singular focused goal. Up until spring of 1994 that had been my education.

When I gained the “freshman fifteen” I didn’t worry about exercising off the extra weight. Truth was I had already carried an extra ten prior to that, so I figured what was the big deal about adding a few pounds more? Instead, I just bought the next size up on the rack and went back to the books.

I figured Monet and Van Gogh wouldn’t care much about what my scale said. 

A size or two later I realized I could model for the likes of Ruben, but it still didn’t bother me much. Even though I was tall and wore it well, in my group of friends the extra padding almost became my built-in boyfriend deflector. Guys my age were more interested in my skinny dorm mates, and as I watched them try to navigate the social waters of college I came to the conclusion that I was perfectly content flying solo. I didn’t have to worry about juggling my schoolwork with the added complication of a boyfriend.

I had my singular focused goal. I knew what I wanted to do more than anything else: I wanted to work my way into an art gallery where I could expand my wings and show the world exactly what I could do with or without a few extra pounds. 

When I applied for the position within Images of Light, an up-and-coming gallery located near the Miracle Mile on the historic Wilshire Boulevard in L.A., I decided then and there I was going to get the job even though on paper I was grossly underqualified. Sure, I was about to get a graduate degree in art, and had worked since I was 16 in various capacities in different museums and galleries, but “director?”  Who in their right mind would hire me?

Turned out William George would. I pursued him relentlessly by phone until I could fly down and plead my case in person. At each subsequent meeting I’d see those sharp blue eyes soften just a little bit more as he tolerated my heavy-handed sales pitches in good humor. 

Eventually he said, “You’ve worked harder at getting the job than most people have done who actually held the position.” He smiled and added, “You’ve certainly sold me; I can’t wait to do what you do for Images of Light.”

It was a huge shot in the dark for both of us. Some nights I’d lay awake in my bed wondering exactly what I got myself into, but by morning I knew this was my big break. I wasn’t going to blow it.

And everything else just seemed to fall into place. I got my cute little condo on the beach as a sheer stroke of luck (and a co-signed loan from my mom.) I had carefully budgeted for my first big purchase, and the two-bedroom townhouse went on the market the very weekend I started to house-hunt. The owner wanted a quick sale and accepted my first offer, which was lower than their asking price.

It seemed fate was conspiring to put me exactly where it wanted me to go.

Six weeks later I stood on the porch and put the little gold key into the lock. As I stepped through the threshold I truly felt I was finally coming home.

I could tell by the shape the place was in that the previous owner had left in quite a hurry. Here and there were things she had left behind. Obviously she had no use for them in her new life. Nor did I have use for them in mine. I made at least three trips to the dumpster carrying her garbage before I could even work on unloading my truck.

Though my mother had offered to come, and even offered to pay for movers, I didn’t have a whole lot of stuff to move so I tried to keep the entire production low-key. I was young and strong; I could carry my own belongings into my new digs. In fact, I rather liked the independence of doing it all under my own steam.

Everything was fine until I faced off with my brand-new queen-sized mattress, which appeared much larger in the truck than it had on my bed at home.

I had put off dealing with it until the very end, but night was falling, and I knew I had to face the beast eventually. I could almost hear a lone whistler in the distance or the rattle of tumbleweed as I squared off against the flowery monstrosity on the other side of the empty moving van. It was high time for our showdown. 

I was used to lugging boxes of art and paperwork around, so the mattress didn’t intimidate me at first. But it nearly walked ahead of me as I stumbled down the ramp, barely able to keep a grip without toppling over myself. I had passed the handsome next-door neighbor a number of times bringing in the smaller boxes, and it didn’t escape my notice that he watched with amusement as I struggled to subdue the wobbly mattress. He seemed to be waiting for me to ask for help before offering, which made me determined not to ask. I was here to do this on my own, by God. 

But by the time it enclosed around me like a gigantic hot dog bun I heard a male voice finally say, “How’s it going?”

I tried to be nonchalant. I’m sure all he could see were my legs as one foot casually crossed over the other. “Doing good. Just, you know. Moving. And yourself?”

“I’m great,” the voice responded, and I could almost see the smile on his face.  “My name’s Alan. I live next door.”

I stuck my hand out of the mattress. “Caitlin O’Neal. Nice to meet you.”

He waited a beat. “Well, if you have it all under control,” he started. 

“Oh yeah,” I lied. “I’m good.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay,” I repeated.

As I sensed him turn to leave I felt the mattress slip around me. “Alan?”

“Yes, Caitlin?”

“If you have a minute, you think you might help me uncurl this mattress from hell and get it into my house?”

He laughed and pulled the mattress away from my aching shoulders. His bright blue eyes twinkled as he smiled down at me. “I thought you’d never ask.” 

He had a nice smile. In fact, he had a nice everything. As he carried his end of the mattress backward up the step and into the house I decided he was one of the prettiest men I had ever seen. His dark blond hair was short with a hint of curl, and his strong jawline framed a movie star face, complete with dimples that gave Tom Selleck a run for his money. 

He was also very strong, carrying the bulk of the mattress all on his own. Clearly he worked out. But of course, this was Los Angeles – specifically near Venice Beach. I think there might have been a city ordinance somewhere that specifically stated one had to work out.

He kidded with me in good humor as we maneuvered up the stairs and into the master bedroom. It gave me hope that now that I was in a city of people who numbered in the millions I could find someone who would appreciate a woman like me even in my worn leggings and dirty sweatshirt. I certainly wasn’t dressed to impress but I was bright, attractive and ambitious. How hard could it be to find a guy who was sexy, stable and emotionally secure?

“She didn’t leave things very clean for you, did she?” Alan asked as he inspected the room. 

“No,” I said. I hadn’t managed to empty the second floor yet. “But it’s okay. I knew when I got the place it was a fixer upper.”

“I hope you got a good price,” he said. “If you need any help or anything, I happen to know some of the top designers in West L.A.”

“Thanks,” I smiled. “It’s always nice to meet someone ‘in the know.’” 

He grinned. “You have no idea.” He glanced down at the mattress. “Now that we’ve gotten this monster under control, would you like to head out for a bite to eat?” 

An uncharacteristic “yes” died on my lips. He was charming and good looking, but I still had a lot of cleaning and arranging to do. Like I said, I was a woman who thrives focused on a single goal. “I can’t. I start my new job on Monday, and I’d like to be able to walk across my bedroom by then.”

He just laughed. “If you need any help, you know where I live. And next time,” he gave me a pointed stare, “don’t wait so long to ask.”

I nodded with a slight giggle as I followed him down the stairs walking him to the door. As scary as it was moving to a new town and into my own place, I had no fear of my new next-door neighbor. Instantly I knew I could trust him, though I couldn’t put my finger on why. 

Nothing in his manner made me think he was waiting to jump me from the bushes. In fact, I probably felt as safe with him as I had with my own father. 

For that reason alone, I thanked Fate, Destiny and the Universe for bringing me to this exact spot. It clearly knew what it was doing.

It was almost midnight before I finally gave up on unpacking. It wasn’t that I had a lot; it was just whenever I tried to put anything away I found more things left behind by the previous owner. I finally toted the three huge garbage bags down the stairs and propped them up by my front door, deciding I could take them to the trash first thing in the morning.

That was when I realized there were parcels of mail sitting on the floor. The postal carrier had delivered them through the mail slot in the door, so I swooped to retrieve them even though I was certain nothing could possibly be there for me.

Indeed, most of it belonged to Julie Vanowen. Apparently like the various miscellany she left behind she had also forgotten to forward her mail in her mad rush to leave. The stack in my hand even consisted of past due notices for bills, which added to the mystery.

But the true surprise sat on the bottom of the pile. It was a picture postcard from Europe, a modern instrument of communication with an antique feel. From an artistic point of view the photograph used for the postcard’s face was simply beautiful. It captured the Old World masterfully with its cobblestone streets and age-old buildings. The photograph had, as most of the truly incredible ones do, its very own personality, almost as if it were drawing the onlooker inward into its frozen world, captured forever through the blinking shutter’s eye.

Because of this the glossy black and white photo caught my artist’s eye immediately. I traced the image before turning it over. In bold strokes the message read, “I've finally decided that it is possible for a heart to break from loneliness.  I can't wait to see you again so each of your kisses can glue back together each and every piece.”

I could almost hear his strong but gentle voice in those brisk masculine strokes of his pen, and though I never would have admitted it out loud, the romantic in me heaved a wistful sigh at his words. I shook my head a little to break the trance this tiny postcard had cast on me, and felt just a wee bit silly I could get so sentimental over a few sugary sentences written to someone else by someone I didn’t even know. 

Apparently some trinkets and mail weren’t the only things Miss Julie Vanowen left behind, and just as evidently I would have to deal with this too. I made a mental note marking all the pieces return to sender and put back in the mail by Monday.

In the meantime, I stacked the pile of mail on my kitchen counter, making sure the lovely picture postcard sat right on top. 

It was mine for the weekend, I thought. I might as well enjoy it.
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Chapter Two
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I almost had to run to keep up with William George as he showed me around his art gallery that Monday morning. It covered three levels in a four-story building, with stark white walls and chrome detailing the interior. Every color from every painting seemed to pop in an environment kept purposefully sterile to preserve the integrity of the art shown there. 

“Forgive me for gushing,” I said, “but this is amazing.”

The lithe Mr. George turned to face me with a good-humored grin with perfectly even teeth. “For a raving ego maniac, I don’t think you’re gushing quite enough. That kind of slacking can get you fired.”

I had to laugh. At 52 this silver-haired fox could have been my father, but he felt more like the cool uncle who lived in the hippest part of town and talked to kids like they were adults way before anyone else. Even his suit was simple and stylish, understated but elegant. I followed him up the spiral staircase that led to the administrative level that overlooked the gallery.

“I don’t have to tell you how important it is for a fledgling art gallery like Images of Light to have the right kind of staff to really make a name in this town. The reason I chose you instead of dozens of local applicants was I knew you could bring us a fresh outlook not yet jaded by the city. You have a passion for art that hasn’t been subdued by what other people tell you that you can or can’t do. Your projects in central California are prime examples of this.”

It was a pretty significant compliment coming from the likes of William George, who had run galleries in Paris and New York. “I appreciate your faith in me, Mr. George. Rest assured I will do whatever is necessary to live up to that responsibility.”

He grinned as he opened the door to my office. Unlike the rest of the gallery, it was decorated in a comforting coral and cream motif that was decisively feminine right down to the blush roses sitting on the chrome and glass desk. “I was hoping you’d say that. It makes it so much easier to toss you into the shark’s tank right out of the gate.”

I sent him a quizzical glance. “Sir?”

“Our gallery has been garnering some moderate notoriety in the past year, but I figure what could really set it over the top is getting a popular, contemporary artist to commit to an exclusive showing with us.”

I nodded. It made sense. “Who were you thinking?”

“Rudy Castanon.”

My eyes widened. Shark’s tank indeed! “The Rudy Castanon?”

He laughed. “There’s only one, thank the gods. He’s a pill and stubborn as a mule. Totally refuses to show his work anymore so naturally every gallery in town wants him. If we get it, well. I’m sure you understand the significance.”

I nodded again. I knew of Rudy Castanon’s reputation when a gallery in Fresno tried to contact him for the very same reason. That director was unsuccessful, but tenacity was my middle name. “Where’s his number?”

He pulled a card from his coat pocket. “I knew I hired you for a reason.”

“I’ll page you when he says yes,” I assured and waited for him to exit before I rounded the desk to sit and prepare for the conversation.

Rudy Castanon had quite the reputation as a lady’s man, so I knew I was at a distinct advantage being female. That I had a husky telephone voice didn’t hurt either. All I had to do was get him in the gallery door and I was willing to use whatever bait necessary to accomplish this.

I may have been a bit of a novice in the romance department, but I was no stranger to using my feminine wiles where they suited me. I had run enough fundraising campaigns over the course of my burgeoning career up north that I knew how to get people to say yes when their first inclination might have been to say no. I took a deep breath, cleared my throat and pushed the numbers into the phone. 

He answered after one ring. “Yeah.”

It was abrupt and curt. I simply smiled and said, “Mr. Castanon?”

“Mr. Castanon is every guy in my family over 40. Who are you?”

He definitely wasn’t making this easy on me, but I knew that going in. “My name is Caitlin O’Neal. I’m the new director at the Images of Light art gallery in Los Angeles.”

I felt his smirk over the phone. “Yeah, I gave at the office. Thanks.”

I rushed on before he could slam the phone down in my ear. “Mr. Castanon... Rudy... if I could just have a minute of your time...”

“You can have five. But it won’t change anything. I don’t show my work. Ever. How many of you ‘art directors’ do I have to say no to in order to understand that?”

“Just one more?” I offered with a playful grin I knew he could hear. “Okay, listen. Forget I’m an art director for a minute. Let’s just pretend I’m a woman who digs your art.”

He nearly snorted. “A fan, I suppose?”

“Of course,” I answered.

“Okay then. Tell me which piece is your favorite and why.”

I had to think about that one. It was really hard to choose because I had so many. But I let him think my hesitation was due to the fact I really didn’t know his art. I knew that was a major sticking point with him when others tried to cash in on his fame and his name but didn’t even really understand who he was as an artist. I waited until he was ready to dismiss me before I answered, “’Enigma.’”

That was a painting from his earlier period that hadn’t gotten as much attention as some of his later pieces, in fact it was one that consistently panned for being so raw and amateurish in comparison. I wasn’t reading off of some cue cards and he knew it, but he still wasn’t completely sold. “’Enigma’ huh?”

“It had a complex duality I don’t think many could truly appreciate. Its bold use of blue contrasted against the subtle hints of pink pretty dramatically. I think that was why it meant something a little different to anyone who studied it, and why so many people missed it entirely.”

“And what did you see?” he suddenly wanted to know. By the relaxed way he asked the question I knew that he was really interested in my answer now.

I dropped my voice a little as I unconsciously folded a blank piece of paper into smaller and smaller squares while I spoke. “I saw a woman standing naked by a waterfall, so close that her body actually became one with the water that crashed over her. She was soft and pliable, the water hard and unforgiving. Yet in that moment you captured so effortlessly they were one in the same.”

His voice dropped too. “Is that so?”

“And you know what I kept thinking to myself as I studied that piece?”

“I’m all ears.”

“I kept thinking of how much more beautiful she would be if we could see her more clearly. We could just see a glimpse of her, a hint of her breast, the curve of her cheek, the fullness of her lips. I wanted to see her emerge from the water and dare to expose her vulnerability in all her glory.”

I could almost feel him lean back as he listened intently. “Maybe I just needed the right model,” he suggested softly. “One that wasn’t as easily overcome by the waterfall.”

I had to smile. That was a challenge if ever I heard one. “Or maybe you as the artist needed to expose yourself just a little bit more. This was 1987; you were still uncovering your own individual identity back then. This was no model. It was you who were both the water and the flesh, a self-portrait capturing your own vulnerability as a budding artist.”

He laughed then. Slow and soft. Like I had figured out a puzzle that no one else had managed to crack. 

I forged on. “I think Images of Light is the perfect place for you to finally step from the shadows. We’re a boutique gallery that hasn’t gone commercial. We have eclectic artists from all over the world but none that demonstrate this complex duality that you do. And it’s something that represents who we are. Traditional but innovative. Soft and subtle but forceful and commanding. Put yourself in my hands and I could turn you into a work of art yourself.”

“You know I don’t believe I’ve ever had it explained to me like that before,” he mused. 

“In all fairness you’ve never met anyone like me before,” I offered as I aimed the tiny little cube of folded paper toward the trashcan at the corner of my desk. The fish was definitely on the hook. “Come and see my gallery. Then you can decide for yourself if we make a good fit.”

“I’ll come,” he said suddenly, as if he made up his mind in that very instant to do so. “But I only want to deal with you. Make sure I don’t have to deal with any stuffy, boring assistants.”

“Now, Rudy,” I purred. “Would I do that to you?”

I sank my paper “basketball” right in the waste basket before taking down the details. I hung up the phone and summoned Mr. George on the intercom. “I have an appointment with Rudy next Monday.”

William George sounded surprised but pleased. “He said yes?”

I just grinned. “Let’s put it this way. He will.”

Later that afternoon when I finally emerged from my office a small group of coworkers gathered on the ground floor to applaud me as I descended the stairs. I waved them off with an embarrassed smile. One of the men met me at the bottom of the stairs. 

“So, fess up. Where’s your cape?”

I arched an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

The handsome young man with short dark hair and a meticulously neat beard leaned into me. “You are clearly Super Woman. No mere mortal could get the elusive Mr. Rudy Castanon to consent to an interview.”

I laughed. “You just have to know your target audience,” I said. “He likes women and I’m more than enough to spare.” I stuck out my hand. “I’m Caitlin O’Neal.” 

He grabbed my hand in return. “Jeffrey Steele. Consider me your humble minion, oh Queen.”

This made me laugh even more. “A minion, huh? Well, I always did want to take over the world.”

He gave me a wink. “Looks like you’re on your way.”

I was still flying high when I went back home that evening. I still had a lot of organizing to do, there was so much left to be done on the apartment before I could totally feel “at home.” I had made peace with the idea of stowing my stuff out of sight will I got rid of all the remnants of Julie left lying around the joint. I balanced a box on my hip as I tried to find a spot to tuck it away, but every closet was filled to capacity. 

Finally, I found the chain to the attic space on the top floor near my bedroom. It only took one tug to bring the entire contents of the attic down on my unsuspecting head, knocking me and my own belongings to the floor. 

I stifled a curse as I cupped the goose egg forming on my noggin, but all the pain was forgotten as I glanced around to discover what was in the box that assaulted me. 

There were picture postcards strewn all over the floor. They had the same striking photographs as the one that still sat on my kitchen counter downstairs, and as I flipped them over I recognized the same bold handwriting.

Two hours later I sat on my bed, the cards collected around me like priceless treasure, my nose red from blowing it into tissue as I read one-half of a tragic love affair with this doomed stranger I was never to meet. 

He believed his beloved Julie waited for his return with mutual anticipation, never knowing she’d discarded his declarations of love like yesterday’s garbage before disappearing without a trace. Not only did she not wait for him to return, but she also ran as far as she could possibly get away from his steadfast devotion. It was a painful dose of reality he was blissfully spared as long he explored beautiful ancient cities overseas.

“Tonight, as always I dream of coming home more than the beautiful city that spreads before me like an ocean of light. To me, it's dark without you.  How I long to share this with you one day. And we will.  Our happily ever after is closer than you think.”

I sighed as I blew my nose. “That’s what you think, Romeo.”

Delicately and with much respect I put them in chronological order according to the date sent and bundled them back in the box. Instead of stashing it back in the attic or taking it out to the trash where it probably belonged, I stowed it underneath my bed. There was no real rational reason to do so other than the fact I felt such empathy for this man who clearly loved someone much more than he could be loved in return. That was sad enough. Sending all of these beautiful cards out to the garbage would simply add insult to injury. I simply couldn’t bring myself to do it.

In fact, just knowing they were there – that he was out there somewhere – was strangely comforting. 

That first week at the gallery flew by like a flash. It was Friday before I knew it, and I was still juggling half a dozen projects to deliver to Mr. George. I studied portfolios and researched and interviewed local artists. The feather in my cap of course would be Rudy Castanon and an exclusive show of his work, but I wasn’t about to pin all my hopes on one night or one weekend. Having him would get their feet in the door. It was up to me to keep them there.

The only problem was it was hard to follow up with someone like Rudy Castanon. But it was my job to find the next Van Gogh, Picasso or Di Vinci, and I poured myself into the task with gusto, so much so it was well after closing time when William George poked his head in my office to check on me. 

“Correct me if I’m wrong but isn’t it Friday night?”

I gave him a tired smile. “Is it Friday already?”

“Eight o’clock Friday night to be specific. This is your fifth straight night staying here until after dark,” he admonished.

“Time flies when you’re having fun,” I offered, but had to stifle a yawn.

Mr. George came into the office and walked over to my desk. He placed both hands on my shoulders and guided me to my feet. “If you want to reel our big fish in on Monday you are going to need your rest.  As your boss I order you to start a weekend of nothing but frivolity beginning... now.”
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