
	Joel Ricki has decided he’s had enough of being in foster homes. A few weeks before his eighteenth birthday, he plans to grab a bus to anywhere. Before he does, he has only one desire, to see the rock group Unhinged in concert. He doesn’t have a ticket but he’s not going to let that stop him. In fact nothing will stop him from seeing the band that saved him.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Joel watched the sheer white drapes billow out around the window as he gently swung back and forth in the hammock. The motion was soothing. The complimentary bottle of wine he was drinking was almost empty now. He knew he should get up and go inside. He had work to do. He just didn’t have enough energy right now, physically or emotionally.

	The moonlight cast beautiful patterns across the Trans- Atlantic Ocean. It was an incredible spot, the sand so warm, the water azure blue and turquoise. It took your breath away. But he was struggling to truly appreciate all it had to offer.

	He was alone, but he’d asked for solitude. He’d powered down his phone. No calls, no messages, no e-mails. He couldn’t do it right now. It took everything he had to take the next breath without it feeling strangely painful. He needed time to disconnect emotionally from the only family he’d ever known, and it felt like someone was ripping the flesh from his bones.

	It had only been a week and already the silence was softly killing him. He finally stumbled out of the hammock, putting down the bottle and walking back inside through the balcony door. On the table was his notebook and pen. Even now, he still wrote that way, pouring out his emotions onto the empty blue lines. Writing was his therapy. It had always made it easier to endure suffering. But writing wasn’t helping this time. He’d started writing a song yesterday and he’d ended up in tears.

	Strange because he’d never been prone to crying. Even at twelve when he’d found his mother dead with a needle sticking out of her arm, he hadn’t cried. He hadn’t cried the first time some John had sex with him without any lube, either.

	But he was crying now.

	You never miss what you’ve never had. He’d written that line, then crossed it out, deciding it was cliché. Joel picked up the pencil again. Tavis had given him this pencil because it looked more like a pen. “You pen the words,“ Tavis had told him, joking, “not pencil them, Joel.“

	Joel pulled his shoulder-length, dark curly hair back into a ponytail. A very prominent pop star had commissioned a song from him, and he hadn’t even started it. For the past year, he’d been writing songs, and Unhinged had turned one of them into a hit. Now, other popular singers were asking him to write a song for them. Joel couldn’t quite believe how much they were willing to pay.

	The four guys who made up the band Unhinged were responsible for giving him this future. He was grateful. Songwriter’s royalties allowed him to finally be independent, pay for this luxurious hideaway in Jamaica, buy a car.

	These guys had become his family, the only family he’d really ever had. And now, aside from his promising new career as a songwriter, he felt as if he had nothing.

	Joel put the pencil to paper.

	You gave me this life, you taught me love, helped me to grow, showed me happiness, loyalty, friendship. You loved me as a brother. I need more. I love you as a lover. And now, I have to leave you.

	His nineteenth birthday had been so much more than he’d ever dreamed. A big cake, the beautiful quilt the guys had given him as a gift, and Stone. It was unexpected. Joel still wasn’t sure why it had happened. There was Carmen, the new girlfriend, who had been telling everyone that Stone was ready to propose to her, yet Stone spent the night in Joel’s bed.

	The night of his birthday, Stone had held nothing back. He gave Joel everything that he’d ever dreamed of, and more. It wasn’t as if they’d never kissed, or even fooled around, but this was different.

	Joel could still taste Stone on his tongue, smell his skin, and when he closed his eyes, Stone was inside him again, coaxing joy from the very core of his being. God, I love you so much. Joel loved Stone in so many ways, and he knew that Stone loved him back, but like a brother, a friend, not as a lover.

	Was it his birthday gift, Stone giving his body to him that night? If it was, it was one hell of a present. Was it a pity fuck? Stone had always known how Joel felt about him. Joel had never been able to hide it. But after that night, Stone was distant, hiding himself away in the music studio in the basement. Joel was convinced Stone regretted what had happened between them. And that hurt so damn much.

	Then there was Carmen, a new singing sensation who’d been signed with the same label. She was talented, beautiful, and completely obsessed with Stone. She asked Stone to collaborate on a song with her, and it was a hit. After that, they were seen out together in public, photographed, looking like a couple. The tabloids screamed that Carmen was Stone’s girl, and Carmen never missed an opportunity to encourage them.

	“He’s going to propose,“ she told Joel one day. “I’m sure he’s going to announce it on my birthday.“ When Joel only shrugged, Carmen added, “I know you slept with Stone on your birthday. You are in love with him. It doesn’t matter to me. He can fuck all the guys if he wants, but not you, never again.“

	Joel narrowed his eyes. “You are pathetic. As long as Stone puts that ring on your finger, you’ll share him with other men?“

	She smiled. “As long as he comes back to my bed in the end. There has to be rules.“

	Joel couldn’t speak. He watched her walk out of the room, her expensive perfume leaving a pungent scent in the air. How could she love Stone and bear knowing someone else was making love to him? Joel knew he couldn’t stay there anymore, couldn’t be present at that party to watch the man he loved pledge himself to that woman. He had to go.

	The morning he left, Monty knocked on the door of his room, then walked in. “Joe, you in here?“ His gaze went to the open suitcase on the bed.

	Monty was the drummer, a good-looking blond guy with a heart of gold.

	“What’s going on?“ Monty asked. “I just came in to see if you wanted to play a game of racquetball? Why are you packing?“

	Joel closed his suitcase. He turned and gave Monty a faint smile. “I can’t do this anymore.“

	“What are you talking about?“ Monty narrowed his eyes and perched on the bed. “You and Stone have a fight?“

	Joel swallowed. “No. We didn’t fight. He’s going to marry Carmen.“

	“Who said that?“ Monty seemed surprised. “I haven’t heard anything about that.“

	“Carmen told me.“

	“Carmen does a lot of wishful thinking, that woman,“ he muttered. Carmen had fallen out of favor with the band members when she’d told them that Stone spent too much time with them. Monty and Stone were best friends. They had known each other since they were kids. All four of those guys were like brothers. She had her nerve.

	Monty told her where to get off in no uncertain terms. None of the guys liked her.

	“You know what happened on my birthday,“ Joel said.

	“Yeah,“ Monty replied.

	“How did Carmen know about it? She was on stage in Boston. Did Stone tell her we’d slept together?“

	“I doubt that. Why would he? He’s not the kiss-and-tell type.“

	“She doesn’t seem to care if he sleeps around, except with me. She doesn’t want him sleeping with me.“

	“Should tell you something.“ Monty lifted an eyebrow. “She’s threatened by you.“

	“The only thing it tells me is that she’s a freak who isn’t good for him. And that she’s only using him to bolster her career. She doesn’t love him.“

	“I hear you. Don’t think she’s capable of love.“ Monty scoffed.

	“So, if he didn’t tell her about us. Who did?“

	“No idea.“ Monty shook his head. “There were a lot of people here, people she knew. When you guys disappeared and didn’t come back to the party, well, people talk.“

	“Stone won’t even look at me anymore.“

	“He’s got a lot on his mind. The record company is on our backs to turn out another CD before the European tour.“ Monty looked down at his hands.

	“It’s more than that,“ Joel said.

	Monty sighed and looked up. “Talk to him, Joel. I haven’t given up hope that—“ He stopped.

	“No. No more talking,“ Joel stated, folding his arms across his chest. “I need to cut the ties.“

	“What about Tavis and Able? They’re in New York. They won’t be back until the weekend. You’re just going to leave without saying goodbye to them?“

	“If I don’t go now, I won’t go at all.“ Joel met his gaze. “This is tearing me apart. I love you guys. You know that. Problem is I love one of you more. It’s better for everyone if I just leave.“

	“This is your home, your family.“ Monty sighed.

	Tears stung Joel’s eyes. “Don’t make this any harder, okay?“

	Monty stood, touched his shoulder. “Okay.“

	“Can you do something for me?“

	“What?“

	“Can you tell Stone I’m leaving?“

	“No.“ Monty shook his head. “I’d do just about anything for you, Joel, but I won’t do that.“ He walked to the door. “I wish you’d reconsider, but I understand. When you are able, please text, e-mail, let us know how you’re doing.“

	He was gone. The door closed quietly behind him. Don’t forget them? Joel could sooner forget his own name.

	A few minutes later he called a taxi. He’d given the housekeeper, Rosa, the keys to his car this morning. “Use it while I’m gone,“ he said. He didn’t tell her he wasn’t coming back.

	She hugged him, wished him a good trip.

	Monty might have thought him a coward, but he couldn’t bring himself to seek out Stone and say goodbye. He couldn’t let anything or anyone stop him from going through those front doors. And if anyone could do the job, it was Stone.

	Joel came down the spiral staircase and walked down the hallway, barely glancing at the photographs and gold records hanging on the wall. There was a huge Christmas tree in the hall. It would be Christmas soon, but he wouldn’t be spending it here. He didn’t want to think about last Christmas, the one he and Stone spent alone together. He put his hand on the brass door handle of the heavy front door and opened it. A blast of L.A. heat hit him, making him wish he could just close the door and hibernate in the air-conditioned mansion forever.

	When he heard his name, he closed his eyes. He’d know that voice anywhere, the deep rich baritone that could be soft and seductive or throaty and filled with sexual innuendo. It was the same voice that sent fans into delirium, caused hysteria and tears. It was that voice that sang him to sleep at night and always would.

	“Joel?“

	Damn. Why wasn’t anything easy? He had no choice but to turn around, and as he did, his vision was filled with the front man and lead guitarist from one of the hottest rock bands on the planet.

	Stone wasn’t dressed like a rock star today. There were no tight leather pants or mesh shirt embellishing the toned, muscular, six-foot-three body. There were no leather wrist bands or black eyeliner. It was just Stone, with his long, black hair hanging loose around his broad shoulders. Casually dressed, he wore an oversized football jersey with the faded name of some team on the front, over faded, ripped jeans that probably cost a small fortune. It didn’t really matter what Stone wore, or didn’t. The twenty-three-year-old musician was drop-dead gorgeous.

	Stone rubbed his hand over his whiskered jaw, his vivid blue eyes focused directly on Joel. He stood no more than a few feet away from him, hands outstretched. “What’s going on, Joel?“

	“I’m leaving.“ Joel’s hand tightened on his suitcase. He bit into his bottom lip.

	“And not just on vacation, I take it?“

	Joel closed his eyes. “Please, just let me go.“

	“I knew this would happen. It’s my fault,“ he said.

	“No.“ Joel looked at him. “You have done everything for me. I can never repay you for what you’ve given me. You gave me a family. I love... the guys, you.“ He swallowed the knot in his throat.

	“This is your home,“ Stone told him. “You belong here, Joel, with us. Whatever I’ve done, I’m sorry. Tell me how I can make it up to you? Tell me what to do?“

	“Nothing,“ Joel said. Looking at Stone was breaking his heart right now. He just wanted to leave, desperately.

	“So, who is going to look after us now?“

	“You have Kelly for that.“

	“She doesn’t know how to keep away crazed fans,“ Stone told him, “or where to find my lucky guitar pick when I lose it before a show. Who’s going to remind the caterers that I’m allergic to kiwi or talk some wacked-out makeup artist out of piling three layers of pancake guck on my face? What about Able, his pineapple juice? If someone gives it to him cold, he’ll freak. You know he likes to drink it room temperature.“

	“You will do fine without me.“ Tears were burning in his eyes now.

	“What if I don’t want to do it without you?“ Stone met his gaze.

	Joel swallowed. “I have to go, the taxi.“

	“Will you still write songs for us?“ Stone asked.

	“I’ll have my agent contact you.“ Joel looked away. “And thank you for that.“

	“That’s all you,“ Stone said. “You’re the one with the talent.“

	Joel smiled, looked at him. “The first time you turned my words into a song, put music to it, and brought it to life, it was like you’d touched my very soul, brought it to life. You’ve changed my entire world, Stone, but now I need to try to make it out there by myself. If you really do care for me, let me go now.“

	Stone nodded. “Okay,“ he said. “Take care out there.“

	Joel watched him as he turned and walked away. He wanted to run after him, fall on his knees, stay here forever just looking into his eyes. But then the taxi blew its horn. Joel walked through the door and past the cherubs urinating in the pond. He paused to smell one of the Rosas, then kept walking.

	Stanley, the guard at the gate, waved at him as he opened the electronic gate from the guard house. Joel nodded to the dozen or so fans hanging around the fence, then got into the back seat of the taxi. He didn’t look back to see if Stone was watching him. He didn’t want to know. “To the airport,“ Joel told the driver.

	“Wow.“ The driver whistled through his teeth as he turned the cab around. “This is where Stone Lewis lives. You live there?“

	“Not anymore.“

	It was strange how clear in his mind everything was, even with all the wine he’d drunk. He could still remember every detail. He knew now that his life had truly begun the day he’d come face-to-face with Stone Lewis in that dressing room.

	The year was 2014, mid November. He was a few weeks shy of seventeen. The cold came early that year to New York City, and there was even the hint of snow. The billboards in Times Square announcing the Unhinged concert at the Gardens had been up for months. Joel got off the subway every day after school, just to stand in the square and look up at it.

	Everyone he knew adored Unhinged. Four handsome New York City boys who’d taken classic rock by the tail and breathed new life into it. Old fans of classic rock, and the new generation who thought that rap and pop were their only drugs, were all hankering for their newest CD. Unhinged had united the generations, a sensation not seen since the Beatles. Talk of these guys returning to their hometown on a sold-out tour had caught fire in the media.

	But Joel’s obsession with the band was different from the majority of Unhinged fans. Yes, he loved their music. He knew all the words, all the rifts, and had read everything there was to read about Stone, Monty, Tavis, and Able. But Unhinged had saved his life, and they’d done it in more than one way.

	Just before Joel’s thirteenth birthday, Unhinged had its first hit record. The song had taken everyone by storm, zooming up the charts to number one, where it remained for weeks. Joel had been at his grandmother’s house when he saw the video on television. He loved it, would have watched it a million times, but they didn’t have cable at home.

	He really wanted to buy the single, but he had no money. His mother had an old stereo with a broken turntable, but it had a tape recorder in it. Joel found an old speaker in the dump and hooked it to the stereo. When the song came on the radio, he recorded it.

	Whenever his mother got high, and her pimp would come over, Joel would go into his room and play that song over and over. Joel fantasized that Stone Lewis was singing to him. When the boyfriend would beat his mother, Joel would turn it up, hoping the old man next door would call the police. He often did. Since his mother wouldn’t press charges, the same thing would happen over and over.

	One night, the beating got really bad. Joel tried to pull the brute off his mother, and the boyfriend hit him hard, bloodying his mouth and giving him a black eye. He was only twelve, a skinny kid, and the boyfriend was a big guy. Joel tried to get to the door but then got hit again. Joel knew he couldn’t stop him beating his mother, and since they hadn’t paid the phone bill for months, he had no way to call the police. Joel ran to his room. He put on the music, turning it up full blast, singing with it at the top of his voice while his mother wailed and screamed in the next room.

	Stone’s strong voice filled the room. Pain, cruelty, where is the love? No child should be alone. I hold my breath. Make the pain stop. Make it stop. The guitar riff went straight to Joel’s soul, so poignant, whining low and intense. It made the pain stop. He could hardly hear his mother anymore.

	The old man was pounding on the wall. Tears ran down Joel’s face as he sang along with Stone. Someone help the children. They are our future, our hope. Rescue them. Joel knew the old man would call the cops. They came, just in time, saving his mother’s life and probably his own. But she wouldn’t press charges. So, he didn’t stay away long.

	After that, Unhinged was not just his favorite band, they were his heroes, saviors. The first time the band came to give a concert in New York City, Joel stood outside the stadium in the freezing cold, watching the excited fans file into the building. He stayed there for over two hours, no longer able to feel his feet or his hands, while tears froze on his cheeks. They were so close, and yet he never got to see them. The cheapest ticket was over a hundred dollars, more money than Joel had ever seen.

	That night was his thirteenth birthday. His mother was high, and he’d spotted a rat in his bedroom. When he came home sometime after midnight, it was quiet. Joel thought his mother was out. Instead, she was on the floor, a needle stuck in her arm.

	Joel went to stay with his grandmother for a few months. Then she got sick. When she died, Joel ran away before the authorities could get their hands on him. He lived on the streets for a while, quickly realizing that a young boy could make real money catering to the sexual needs of old men.

	When he wasn’t working the streets, he’d frequent the record stores. He had nothing to listen to music on, but he could listen to the songs at the store, with the headphones on. He’d do that as long as he could, then get thrown out when they realized he wasn’t going to actually buy anything. He was always on the lookout for another music store.

	Intermittently, he’d get picked up, charged with solicitation and put in a group home, then be transferred to a foster home, then another, and another. He ran from all of them. The last foster home he was in wasn’t bad, but he was practically an adult now and tired of being in these places. He wanted to start over, be on his own. He wanted out of this city with all its bad memories, for good.

	Unhinged was coming back to do a show in New York City. This time Joel was determined to see that concert. He still had no money, and even if he had, there were no tickets to be had, unless you went to the scalpers. Unhinged were now a must-see band. Even seats in the rafters cost an arm and a leg.

	Joel had a plan. With the money he’d earned doing chores at the house, he’d have enough to buy a bus ticket. He wasn’t sure where he’d go. When the time came, he’d see how much money he had and how far that would take him.

	But before he left, he was going to see that concert. He’d confessed as much to Barbara, another foster kid he lived with. She thought him daft. She was almost seventeen like he was and crazy about Unhinged. They stood together in Times Square and looked up at that billboard one day while the four guys, larger than life, looked back at them. Stone Lewis, with his long hair blowing black, shirtless with black leather pants, was lead singer and guitarist, a powerhouse of talent. Monty, the drummer, blond, handsome with his quirky smile, holding a drumstick, stood beside him. Tavis, the base player, with his dark hair and boyish good looks, was leaning on Stone with guitar in hand. Then there was Able, sometimes guitar, sometimes key boards, and just about everything when needed, with his lovable reddish mop of long hair and close-cropped beard, peeking playfully over Monty’s shoulder. They were all handsome, but Stone Lewis was a sex god, drop-dead gorgeous, and so much more than just the quintessential rock star.

	“Unhinged.“ Barbara sighed, pulling on her red knitted hat. “The Between the Sheets Tour. Wonder what it would be like to be between the sheets with Stone Lewis?“

	Joel smiled. “Guess we’ll never know. But,“ he said, looking at her, “I am going to see that show.“

	“Ah, what planet you on?“ They were walking to the subway.

	“Earth,“ he said. He didn’t tell Barbara he was leaving. He couldn’t risk her blurting it out.

	“So, you win the lottery or something?“ She nudged him.

	“Nope, but I’m going to that show.“ It was his dream, the only thing that mattered. He was going to see his heroes, the band he worshiped, up close before he left this city for good.

	The weeks leading up to the Unhinged concert, Joel used all his Internet time at the group home to learn what he could about the road crew that worked for Unhinged. The band had been traveling in sleeping buses, all equipped with kitchens and beds. The road crew always arrived hours before the band to set up for the show. The Unhinged road crew were seasoned professionals. Led by Martin Freed, the road manager, and his assistant, Kelly Durand, the crew made sure everything was ready for the band when they arrived. From lighting technicians and pyrotechnic specialists, to sound engineers, caterers, and the publicity people who sold the merchandise—it took a hell of a lot more people to put on a show like this than Joel ever realized.

	Joel knew what these guys did and when they would arrive. The day of the show, Joel packed a duffel bag and snuck out of the group home. He felt badly not telling Barbara he was leaving, but that was life. It was three in the morning as he walked two miles to the all-night diner across from the back entrance of where the concert would take place.

	Joel drank coffee, went outside for a while, then drank more coffee. When the first of the vehicles arrived with the Unhinged road crew, Joel raced across the street and slipped in through the open gates as one of the trucks was backing up. He pulled his blue hat down a little and waited as some men got out and opened the back of a truck, pulling down a ramp. Two other vehicles arrived and drove into the underground parking lot.

	It was snowing lightly and Joel had an idea they were going to get a lot more of it before the day was over. There were so many people around, no one paid any attention to him. They were shouting orders and taking out equipment. Some people were on their phones. A man was standing on the sidelines with a clipboard in his hand. He was ticking off things and barking the occasional order, stamping his feet as if he was freezing.

	A plump redhead in her twenties rushed up to him, breathless. “The new sound board is on its way,“ she said, checking messages. “I just got a hold of the guy again. He’s coming.“

	“Good,“ he said, then looked over at two men hauling a speaker. “Careful with that. Bloody hell. That’s all we need now is to break more shit.“

	Joel realized that was Martin Freed, the road manager. He was originally from England and he had a funny accent. Joel walked into the underground parking lot, hovering around the back of one of the vehicles. Some beefcake of a man handed him a guitar case. “It’s Tavis’ Fender, you know where it goes. And treat it gently.“

	Joel’s eyes widened. He was holding Tavis’ bass guitar? Wow. And no, he had no idea where it went. He followed the two men hauling a huge crate and entered the building through the underground parking lot. A secret thrill went through him. He was inside. He was really going to see the show.

	“Chop, chop, kid,“ someone yelled at him. “We don’t have all day.“

	Joel followed some other people hauling stuff to an elevator. When the elevator opened, he stepped onto it with Tavis’ guitar. The elevator closed with three guys holding cables and tool boxes.

	“We really need to reorient the strobe lighting,“ one of the guys said. “The band wants us to start with that, but Lewis doesn’t want it on stage when he comes on, so we need to change it to something else. He asked me if we were in a disco.“

	The guy with him laughed. “Take it Stone isn’t a fan.“

	They were talking about Stone. Wow.

	“What about during the overhead swing?“ another guy asked.

	“Just a spotlight like last time,“ his partner said.

	The elevator opened. Joel followed them, realizing he was backstage. There were boxes piled everywhere, and nearby he could smell food. The caterers were setting up a table.

	When Joel stepped out on that stage and glanced around, he saw what the band sees. It was astounding, rows and rows of seats in layers. All around him, people were moving equipment, taping down things on the floor, climbing the scaffolding.

	Joel looked around. Where in the hell was he supposed to put this guitar? He saw a whole lot of guitars lined up on the other side of the wall. He walked over and set it there.

	“Hey you,“ someone said.

	Joel just about jumped out of his skin. He looked around.

	“Bring some gaffer tape and a pedal tuner,“ the guy called out, on his way off the stage. “We don’t have enough.“

	Gaffer what? What in the devil was a pedal tuner? Joel glanced over to where they were setting up Monty’s drums. Someone was positioning an overhead mike, and a woman in overalls was taping down more cords.

	He assumed she was using gaffer tape, but where was he supposed to get that?

	Suddenly, Martin Freed appeared. He took one hard look at Joel and raised a finger. He started walking over, then got interrupted by the blonde woman.

	Shit. Maybe Freed knew he didn’t belong. He was the only one without a jacket which had the name of the tour on the back. Joel quickly made his way off stage. He passed the caterers table and grabbed a muffin, shoving it into his pocket. He hurried down the hallway, not looking at anyone. Where could he go? He wasn’t leaving the building. He just had to hide until the show. He didn’t care if he had to wait for hours.

	There were footsteps. People were coming. He kept his head down and found the stairs. He quickly climbed one flight and found himself on a floor with many offices. He found one door open at the end of the hallway and walked in. It looked like it might be a lounge or something. There was a long mirror on one side and a few chairs, an old sofa and a round table. On the opposite side of the wall was another door. Joel opened it and found a big, empty, walk-in closet. The door had slats in it to let in light and you could even see out. This would be perfect. No one would look in here. He’d wait until the show was starting, then slip into the audience. Fans didn’t sit during an Unhinged concert.

	Joel went into the closet and closed the door. He slid down the wall and stretched out his legs, opening up his duffel bag and taking out his notebook. He didn’t want to forget a minute of this. He took out his pencil. He started to write.

	I’m so excited. I’m about to fulfill a dream. I can’t believe I’ve done it. Part of me wondered if I wouldn’t get caught. But I’m here. And I would wait three days in this closet to see my group, my guys. After the show I’m going to the bus station and taking any bus out of here. It doesn’t matter where I end up but no more foster homes for me. One day, I’m going to buy the latest sound system and get every CD of Unhinged, and go to every show, wherever they are. One day I’m going to be rich, get a backstage pass and meet Stone Lewis. I know it in my heart.

	Joel ate his muffin and checked the time on his watch. It was only seven in the morning. He closed his eyes. Maybe he could sleep awhile. He hadn’t slept a wink the night before. The day passed slowly, and patiently Joel waited. At four o’clock in the afternoon his stomach began to growl. He wished he’d grabbed more muffins.

	None of that mattered. The show would start around seven, and that was only three hours away. He must have closed his eyes again because when he opened them, he heard talking and the voices were coming closer. Joel tensed. Had they somehow discovered him? If they kicked him out now, he
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