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‘I would love to love to love.’

FERNANDO PESSOA, Fragments of a Motionless Journey







At daybreak, nightclubs betray us. In an instant they reveal their ugliness and squalor. The lights come on, the music falls silent. The air smells like the inside of a sweatshop. The floor sticks to our soles, and the palm tree is revealed as plastic. We see that there are walls and a ceiling, a room with ordinary dimensions. Worst of all, everyone leaves. Only the drunkest and the most desperate remain, like children refusing to go to bed. The bouncers shove them outside. The party is over. All that’s left is the empty building – and me, forgotten in a booth at the back of the club.

My eyes sting from the tears I’ve shed. My head feels hot. I lie on my side, my face resting on leather. I don’t know what time it was when I fell asleep. It must have been sad, but funny too. I am almost forty. For this place, that’s old; it’s practically dead. I am past my sell-by date. It’s time to leave. But I don’t know where to go.

I can hear the barman washing glasses, but he can’t see me. Everything’s all right. I still have time. In fact, if I squint at the dancefloor, I can even imagine that it’s filled with people, a whole crowd of them dancing the night away, at least for a little while longer.






GUY 1990


The first time I came here, I was ten years old.

I remember, I was sitting on the bench in the school playground, feet dangling, alone like someone on their first day. But it wasn’t my first day: I had been at that same school, with those same kids, since I was six. The other boys were playing football a few feet from where I sat. I watched them, smiling, hoping that they’d let me play.

That was when Anthony came over.

‘I’m having my birthday party on Sunday in a special place. We need to have as many boys as girls, and one of the boys can’t come. Do you want to take his place?’

I was touched by his invitation.

‘Okay.’

He gave me a blue envelope, then went back to his football match.



My parents weren’t used to taking me to other children’s birthday parties. I’d been to a few, but the invitations always came from family friends or from neighbours. Anthony’s party was different – it was the real deal. When I showed them the envelope, they congratulated me as though it was my birthday.

At five o’clock on Sunday afternoon, we went to the rendezvous point. It was a car park with a yellow rectangular building at it its centre, like a giant shipping container. The other guests were waiting outside. Anthony’s uncle welcomed us. His name was Guy. A tanned, muscular, blond guy, he looked like he ought to be a swimming instructor or an activity leader at a summer camp. He proudly explained that the building was called The Beach and that he was the owner. He said it was a ‘nightclub’. I didn’t know what that meant. My parents, on the other hand, looked worried. They asked me if I was really okay with this. I didn’t want to make trouble, so I said yes, and they left me with Guy, who told me to join the others. I knew most of them; they were in my class. I was about to say hello to them, but Guy clapped his hands.

‘All right, you little monsters, you wanna see what it’s like inside?’

Everyone yelled: ‘Yeah!’ I said it too, more quietly, and we went in.

We walked in line through a dark corridor. It smelled of paint and dust, as though they hadn’t finished doing it up. Guy opened another door and we came out into a vast empty room, the kind of place where people play basketball at a recreation centre, illuminated by fluorescent lights. There were some tables and chairs along the walls, like they’d been pushed there to make space for something to happen.

‘You wanna dance?!’

Everyone yelled: ‘Yeah!’ I wanted to say it too, but this time no sound came out. After that, it was all too much for me. Guy sat at a table, on top of which there was a machine with electric wires trailing from it. He pressed a button and the lights went out, replaced by a multicoloured mirrorball that hung from the ceiling. Suddenly, there was a tension in the air. We all looked more beautiful.

‘Boys over here, girls over there. When I start the music, boys, you have to ask a girl to dance!’

The two groups lined up. I was taken aback, but I got in line too. Within a few seconds, I found myself facing the girls, separated from them and then instantly ordered to join them.

Madonna – ‘Like A Prayer’

Nobody moved.

‘Come on boys, you can do it!’

Anthony was the first to make up his mind. He walked across the dancefloor towards a girl. The others followed, and a series of couples formed. The music grew louder, and in the same instant, as if this was something they’d rehearsed, they all started to dance. Their arms and legs began making strange, inventive movements, and pairs of children twirled across the floor, which suddenly seemed to be moving too, criss-crossed by circles of light. I found myself alone – except for the fact that, facing me, stood a girl who was even more alone. Aurélie, the last one standing. She had kept her sweater on over her knee-length dress, out of which poked a pair of spindly legs, making her look like a pink flamingo. She stared at me fearfully. Was she afraid that I would ask her to dance, or that I would not ask her to dance?

‘Come on, you’re the last one!’ Guy shouted at me.

I wanted to move forward, but I couldn’t. The floor felt like mud. I was stuck to it. I tried several times, summoning all my strength, all my determination, but each time something inside pulled me back, as if I was standing at the edge of a diving board.

Guy left the table and came over to me. The music went on without him, and the others kept dancing. Everything appeared automatic.

‘What’s up, Arthur? You don’t want to dance?’

‘It’s not that…’

‘She’s not your type?’

‘It’s not that…’

‘Are you scared about the others seeing you?’

‘It’s not that…’

‘So what is it, then?’

I tried to find the words to explain it to him.

‘I can’t move.’

‘Sure you can.’

‘No, really, I can’t.’

‘Give me your hand.’

He took my hand and led me towards Aurélie. I felt my shoes scraping against the floor, as if I was a wardrobe being dragged. And yet I was walking, putting one foot in front of the other.

‘See? You can move.’

He let go of me. I was standing in front of Aurélie.

‘Now ask her to dance.’

She stared at her shoes and I stared at mine.

‘Ask her. You can see she’s embarrassed.’

I could see this and I felt bad. I had nothing against her. In other circumstances, I would have been happy to get to know her. It was simply that I couldn’t dance.

But I had to. The others were watching. I felt shame subsuming me. I was being rude. I was ruining the party. They wouldn’t invite me again.

I managed to raise my hand and hold it for a few seconds at waist height between Aurélie and me. Suddenly she grabbed it. I put my arm around her back. We clung to each other.

‘And now dance with her.’

I didn’t know how. Nobody had ever shown me. I needed something to set me off. Every idea of movement carried within it all the other ideas that first had to be rejected. I tried several times, but I was like a stalled car. My efforts were invisible. An outside observer would probably have concluded that I was simply refusing.

‘Come on, it’s not difficult! Just let yourself go – watch!’

And Guy began to dance, lifting his thighs one after another, snapping his fingers and smiling. I thought he was ugly. He wanted me to dance; he was obsessed by the idea. What would happen if I continued to disobey him? Would he start yelling? I should burst into tears, I thought. That was the only way I could make him understand. The only way I would ever be left in peace. But I couldn’t make myself cry. I was too angry.

I let go of Aurélie’s hand.

‘All right, that’s enough,’ sighed Guy. ‘This is a nightclub – it’s for dancing. Can you imagine what would happen if everyone acted like you? Come on, dance with me – I’ll show you how it’s done.’

He grabbed hold of my hand. Suddenly I cried out: ‘No!’ And I slapped his hand with my free hand. It made a loud noise. I looked at him, gritting my teeth, certain that he was about to start shouting at me. Instead, he slapped my face. He slapped it so hard that it made an even louder noise and my cheek burned. The tears came at last. Guy put his head in his hands and groaned. The others had all frozen. Only the music and lights continued, as if whispering insistently: Come on, Arthur, just take one step and the rest will follow…






VINCENT 1998


The next time was eight years later.

‘Hey, let’s go to a club!’

I was smoking on Vincent’s sofa, next to two other boys who I don’t remember – extras. I do remember Vincent, though. He was a big guy and he would always wear white T-shirts and dirty jeans. Sometimes his body odour was overpowering, but even that worked in his favour, giving the impression – along with all his movements – that he was mature for his age, a man among boys. He was right-handed but he held his cigarette in his left hand. I liked the way he would rummage in his pocket for his lighter, a cigarette dangling from his mouth, then tilt his head to light it; the way he would punctuate his phrases by taking a long drag that left us hanging on his next word; the way he would toss his dog-end away to indicate that the conversation was over. Sitting beside him, half my arse hanging over the edge of the sofa, I concentrated on inhaling the smoke deeply, the way I’d practiced in my bedroom. I was hoping I would enjoy it a bit – just a bit, so that he would see it on my face – but it tasted foul, like dust and death, and the smoke burned my throat so badly that it brought tears to my eyes. I said I was allergic to the sofa. I would have done anything to stay there, in that collective cloud of smoke, to make time stand still. The truth was, I wasn’t really their friend at all. I was just a hanger-on, a parasite, who had slowly insinuated himself into the group, worn them down over time; the kind of friend whose presence or absence was equally negligible.

‘Come on, let’s go to a club,’ Vincent repeated.

I continued to pretend that I hadn’t heard him, waiting for the others to say no in my place.

‘Why do you want to go to a club?’

‘I’m bored of staying here every night. I prefer it when there are loads of people.’

‘They won’t let us in.’

‘Yeah they will! I’ve been with my brother’s mates before. They didn’t even check my ID card.’

‘I don’t want to dance, anyway.’

‘So? Me neither. Who gives a shit about dancing? You don’t dance for the sake of dancing – you dance because you’re on the pull.’

On the pull: that phrase made me feel sick. In their language, it meant trying to kiss a girl. They’d been obsessed with this idea for a while. It had happened slowly since we started secondary school together: their bodies had thickened, their voices had deepened, and they had started, little by little, to stare more fixedly at girls, their gazes descending in a single movement over breasts and legs and arses, as they called them – a word that made me blush whenever I repeated it. I wasn’t ready for this. I still looked like a little kid.

‘Come on!’ Vincent urged us. ‘I reckon even Arthur could pull there.’

The others laughed, and so did I, my face muscles tensed. Vincent always wanted me to pull. Every time we went out, he would try to find someone for me. For him it counted as a good deed, a humanitarian act of charity. I had never kissed a girl – not even a quick peck on the lips or a snog in the corner of the playground – and that fact bothered him. While the others were already dreaming about having sex, I was still stuck waiting to get to first base. I would really have to do it one day, if only to stop them laughing at me.

‘I’m up for it,’ I said suddenly, with a jolt of courage.

Before we set off, the other two must have phoned home to ask their parents’ permission. They envied me and Vincent because we had more freedom than they did. Our parents never told us we couldn’t go out, albeit for different reasons: his because they generally weren’t around; mine because any hint of socialisation was a good sign, a small victory over my solitude.



There wasn’t much happening in the town centre at that time of night: a few bars were still open, along with our favourite corner shop; the night bus moved quietly through the empty streets; and there was a kebab place, where we would end up in the early morning. And then, on the other side of the Loire, before you reached the industrial zone, there was The Beach, the only nightclub in town, a bright yellow cuboid on the docks. I never went to that part of town. As we got closer, something made my stomach lurch – and it wasn’t just the bass booming through the walls. As soon as I saw the building, I recognised it, and all my anxiety came rushing back, like when you turn a corner and you’re startled by the memory of a particular geometry or the pain of an old humiliation.

We crossed the bridge and walked through the car park to the entrance. Big neon letters on the building’s façade spelled out ‘The Beach’. Several people were waiting in line. We stood behind them. I pretended I was fine. Maybe the others were pretending too, but they were doing a better job of it than me. Everyone else in the queue appeared to be adults in their twenties. When it was our turn to go in, the bouncer looked at me. I was afraid he would turn us away and that it would be my fault. Because I was not desirable enough, or perhaps because I didn’t have enough desire. Whatever. I stood up straight. I thought about doing something antisocial – spitting on the ground, for example – so that he would reject us for that reason and not because I looked like a virgin.

‘Go ahead.’

We were in. Vincent and the others celebrated like they’d just robbed a bank. In the corridor – like an airlock between the outside world and the club itself – the music throbbed louder and I felt as if we were moving slowly deeper underground. I thought about other airlocks I had known: the space between the showers and the swimming pool; the queue for a ride at an amusement park; the waiting room for a doctor’s office… all of them antechambers of anxiety. Automatically my heart started to race and I kept my arms crossed high on my chest to muffle the pounding. We had left our coats in the cloakroom. They’d given each of us a token. As the corridor narrowed, I had the sudden sensation that we were entering a factory: that we were going not to a place of dancing and alcohol, but to work amidst the stench of coal dust.

Daft Punk – ‘Around the World’

Inside, there was a bar, a fake palm tree, a mirrored wall, some purple leather booths in the corners. And, occupying the centre of the room, a rectangular dancefloor where hundreds of people were jerking and twitching in a chaos of music, colours and dry ice. At first I felt as if I was glimpsing movement – something that was changing moment by moment – but that did not last long. Soon what I saw struck me as uniform and permanent. After the first few steps, we were swallowed whole by the atmosphere, drawn in by the lights. Our T-shirts, shoes and teeth started to shine the way they did at the bowling alley. I felt a thrill of excitement pass through the others. They said things that I couldn’t hear, because the music was too loud. We went around the dancefloor to the bar. I could tell from the way he walked that Vincent was enjoying the fact of not dancing yet, delaying the moment as confident people do. I tried to mimic him. As long as I wasn’t dancing, there was nothing to prove that I wasn’t a great dancer, a womaniser who brilliantly hid his intentions behind the mask of a shy daydreamer.

‘Four whisky and cokes!’ Vincent yelled at the barman, without asking us what we wanted. He slapped a hundred-franc note on the counter.

I would never have dared order drinks for everyone. It was like getting up first to leave the cafeteria – only leaders knew how to do that. I didn’t know what a whisky and coke was, and I would have preferred just a coke, or at most a Malibu, but I didn’t say anything. Afterwards I followed the others to the booths, holding my glass high and concentrating on it – my excuse for not dancing. Some alcohol spilled on my sleeve. We sat in a row at the edge of the dancefloor. I had never seen so many people moving around in a single room before. I looked up at the ceiling, so I wouldn’t have to watch them, and saw dozens of spotlights whirling around at an infernal speed, each a different colour and following a different trajectory, all of them playing their part in the chaos. They looked exhausted, as though they were struggling to keep spinning. I lowered my eyes and focused on the music. I felt an urge to tap my foot as if I was at a concert – the kind of laidback concert where everyone remained seated. I would have liked that. Beside me, the other three were having a conversation, yelling in each other’s ears. I thought I heard Vincent telling them about a party he’d been to the previous weekend. This was his favourite subject. Even more than going out, he liked talking about going out. For him, the pleasure of a night on the town depended on the story he would be able to tell about it afterwards. He always exaggerated things. The others listened, laughing even before the punchlines came, so eager were they to be amused. I twisted my neck to join in, trying to insert myself into the triangle formed by their bodies, but I couldn’t manage it. Their shoulders muscled me out, without even meaning to. I laughed randomly, but it came out too high-pitched and they didn’t hear me. With a sigh, I stared at the floor and drank my whisky and coke. It was whisky with Schweppes tonic. Very bitter. It made me gassy. What the hell am I doing here? I thought briefly.

Vincent stood up. He took a few steps forward then started dancing, his hips swaying, his lips pressed tightly together, his arms swinging languidly beside his body, as if he was jogging in slow motion. He moved towards the centre of the dancefloor, disappearing into the crowd.

‘Fucking hell, he can dance!’

‘He’s good too, that bastard!’

They followed him like flies.

‘I’m gonna finish my drink and then I’ll join you!’ I shouted.

Suddenly the booth in which I was sitting seemed too big. I sucked the rest of my drink through the straw, making a horrible slurping noise. I lit a cigarette. Another few minutes and then I’d dance, I decided. The dancefloor stretched out like a sea at my feet. There would be girls there that I could chat up. It was just like an old-fashioned ball, I realised. The people here weren’t waltzing, but the set-up was equally archaic and cruel. Everyone was looking for a partner. Any time there was an odd number of dancers, one of us would end up alone. And there was a very good chance that the odd one out would be me, just as it was when I used to play musical chairs as a kid. The people on the dancefloor were pressed together. They all looked alike. In that light, they blurred into one, the colours smoothing their faces, erasing their zits, altering their bodies. The atmosphere was exciting, and dangerous too, because with all these people becoming more beautiful, the expectation was intensified, saturating the club with desire, more desire than it could hold. No doubt there was, somewhere, a switch that would turn on the fluorescent ceiling lights, startling the crowd below, making everyone wake up suddenly in the arms of some red, sweating stranger.

I had to dance. If not, it seemed possible I could sit there for hours, for days, without anyone ever coming to find me. I had to try, even if it meant courting disaster. I stood up. The boundary of the dancefloor was not clearly delineated: there was no illuminated groove or change of colour. The only marker was the edge of the crowd itself: the dance zone began with the first moving body. There was a no man’s land about five or six feet wide between that body and me. I crossed it, one step after another, walking as carefully as if the floor was ice. I made it into the mass of bodies. Suddenly I felt compelled to think about every part of my body. Even the most banal parts, like my fingers, my feet and my ears, had to be assigned some specific task. How could I dance? How could I set myself in motion? I was paralysed. The seconds passed and I saw people staring at me. I started to panic. The only alternative, if I wanted to avoid humiliation, was to make a show of heading towards a particular destination – any destination – a tactic I had used before, in the school playground. I began walking determinedly towards the bar. I went around the outside most of the way, but at one point, to avoid hitting the wall, I had to turn and cut across the dancefloor. I snaked between bodies. All the different odours mingled into a single, standardised stink of sweat. I became aware of the silence: the bodies were dancing, sometimes touching, but they made no noise. Nobody spoke in this club. Mouths remained shut, secretly salivating, opening only to drink or kiss. All of this went on below the music. There must be another switch, I thought, to turn off the sound, returning everyone to their own silence, to the rustling of their jeans and their breathing in the dark.

When I reached the bar, I put my elbows on the counter, but it was sticky. The barman leaned towards me.

‘What do you want?’

‘A glass of water, please!’

The alcohol was starting to affect me, and I didn’t like that sensation. I had never been able to get serenely drunk, to accept the intoxication, to surrender my control over the situation. I sat on a bar stool, my back to the crowd, and drank my iced water. I had no idea where Vincent and the others were. It was every man for himself. There was a guy near me at the bar, dozing with his elbows on the counter, his head in his hands. He looked old, almost my father’s age. He looked as though he’d come to the wrong place. I felt a little bit sorry for him. Nobody was paying him any notice. The two of us were on the sidelines, marginalised. The dancing pulsed outwards from the centre of the floor, pushing its unwanted waste in concentric circles to the corners of the room, the bar, the booths, and ultimately outside. From here, I could tell that the club was not the vast open communal space it appeared to be. It was a hierarchy of different zones, their boundaries blurred by darkness and music. The privileged ones, like Vincent, were not aware of this and moved freely from one zone to another, but some of us stumbled when we came to certain passages, as if there was a step missing; we froze, too scared to dance, then scurried back to our allotted spot. This was not unjust; it was merely a facet of injustice. Injustice itself was bigger, broader: it took in the streets, the corridors of our high school; it spread through the town and far, far beyond. Why would The Beach be any different?

I felt a sudden need to piss. At last I had something to do, something clear and precise. I walked along the wall, searching for the bathroom, before finally finding a small staircase marked by a sign. At the bottom of the steps, the swing door banged violently shut behind me, insulating me from the music, although I could still hear the bass. The stark white light revealed the ugliness of the place: the grimy floor; the slow, heavy bodies, in a rush to get back to the dancefloor. I saw a drunk girl go into a cubicle and sit on the toilet seat without wiping it, her buttocks touching the filth as if nothing could disgust her anymore, so carried away was she by the stubborn desire to mix with others. I hid in a corner and took my time.

‘Come for a piss, eh?’

Vincent, sweating and grinning, stood at the urinal next to mine.

‘Having a good time?’

‘Not bad.’

‘Have you pulled?’

‘No. Not yet. I’m… checking them out, you know.’

‘Oh yeah? Well, check this out!’

Turning in my direction, he roared loudly and shook his dick at me. I laughed. Vincent was proud of his dick. It was a long and thick. He had been showing it off to me like this for years. The first time I saw it, I had been twelve. We’d been at his house, watching TV, when he’d said: ‘Let’s wank!’ I had replied: ‘Sure, why not?’ He’d balanced a cushion between us: a mere formality, I assumed, since either of us could have seen the other just by peering over the top. For an instant, I had seen his erection, covered with hair and veins. Vincent had grabbed a handful of tissues, and I’d asked him why. ‘For the cum.’ I had blushed: I didn’t have any. Every night, I would masturbate, praying that it would spurt out at last, but my orgasms were always dry: no white stuff, no proof. Vincent had groaned as he came. He had showed me his tissue afterwards, like the head of a decapitated enemy. When he’d stood up to throw it in the bin, I’d spat in mine before holding it out to him. ‘You call that cum?’ he’d asked. I’d sworn that it was and he’d laughed. Ever since that day, he kept showing me his dick, and sometimes I would show him mine too, because with Vincent it was important to display your lust, to present it like an ID card at every checkpoint. You had to get hard-ons. You had to swagger and laugh, talk loudly in the street, ogle girls’ arses, say the word arse, give it the big I Am. He zipped up his jeans.

‘I’m going back. I reckon I’m about to pull.’

He left without washing his hands. Standing in front of the mirror, I observed myself. I wasn’t ugly or handsome. My features were too angular, my body too tall and skinny, my head bent forward as if inviting someone to chop it off. My shirt looked like the sail of a yacht. My jeans were too baggy: you could see the gap between the denim and my scrawny thighs. My shoes were fine. So there you go… I was average. I absolutely understood why no girls were attracted to me. All the same, though, I had to try. One more time. Come on, Arthur. You’ll be glad when you’ve done it.

I went back into the mass of bodies, like a soldier going to war. Nothing had changed – even the music seemed the same – and yet a vast amount of work had been done in the shadows, whole minutes of stalking and flirting, the progress barely visible unless you were to bend close to the bodies and count the new couples, the about-to-be couples, the ones who were absent, and all the others who were still on their own. I slipped between them without thinking. I started tapping my foot, and for the moment that seemed enough to justify my presence on the dancefloor. This time I forced myself to look at girls, not to lower my eyes. They all appeared older, more mature than me. They wouldn’t even consider me, I thought. I’d be like a kid in their arms. All the same, I spotted a small group of girls who didn’t look much older than me, maybe eighteen. It was a question of making eye contact – with any of them – and then walking over, touching, kissing. How complicated could it be? Did I have bad breath? Probably. I had been silent for a long time, my tongue marinating in whisky and saliva. I took a stick of chewing gum from my pocket and tossed it in my mouth while pretending to yawn. No, I really did yawn. I was tired. I didn’t feel like doing this. I lacked the energy to force a kiss from the night just so I could show it off to my friends. I needed more calmness, more time. I wished I knew who had made it a rule that desire had to be expressed only at nighttime, amidst alcohol and agitation. I would have preferred the peacefulness of an afternoon. Oh well. I went back to sit in the booth.

A few moments later, a familiar face appeared among the crowd. Amandine, a girl from my class, was dancing by herself in an unassuming way, as if apologising for being there. I watched her. I’d always liked her. I often tried to sit next to her in class. Her presence warmed my heart and gave a sort of meaning to my days. I felt a spark of courage. Now was my chance.

‘Fuck, I need to sit down!’

Vincent collapsed beside me in the booth, his arms outstretched along the top of the leather bench, his legs spread wide. He was drunk. I wished he would go away.

‘I pulled!’ he yelled in my ear. ‘But she wouldn’t go all the way. I need to find a girl who actually wants to fuck! One of the desperate ones, you know? That’s the secret… You should pick a girl who’s got something wrong with her, like a long nose or sticky-out ears. Something that gives her a complex. If you can handle that, you’re in! And you know what they say: nobody looks at the mantelpiece when they’re poking the fire!’ He roared with laughter, then elbowed me in the ribs. ‘Look, that fat cow Amandine is here. I fancy my chances with her…’

A second later, he was up on his feet and heading towards her, his hand held out. Surprised, she latched onto it like a piece of driftwood in the sea. My bitterness quickly gave way to a clear-eyed resignation: it was only natural that I should fail before I even tried, so what was the point in feeling jealous? Sitting only about ten feet away, I watched them dance together. Vincent was a good dancer. He was so confident in his abilities, so sure that he was being generous by dancing with Amandine, that he could get away with doing rock moves to a techno track. As for Amandine, she followed his lead, gazing up at him, her face frozen in an expression of fascination and an appreciation of how lucky she was. The track ended and a new song started, almost a ballad. I didn’t know people still danced to songs like that. The whole club seemed to slow down in that moment. It was beautiful. Smiling wolfishly, his eyelids lowered, Vincent leaned down to kiss Amandine. They embraced for a long time, her hands on his waist, his hands sliding down her back to fondle her arse and pulling her into his body: his non-negotiable condition if she wanted to keep dancing with him. After a while, he turned to wink at me and I responded with a happy, knowing, self-hating grin. I wanted to leave then. Why shouldn’t I? I could even slip out without saying goodbye, but I knew Vincent would slag me off for it afterwards. I took a deep breath, then walked over to them, stiff-backed amidst the swaying crowd.
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