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Chapter 1

Writer’s Block





It was seven p.m. on one of those June summer evenings in the Rocky Mountains that could go either way. Either the clear blue snippets of sky could join together into a clear, star-spangled night—or the clouds could squeeze tight and turn into a hailstorm banging off the hood of my 4Runner. 

I didn’t much care which.

My husband, Jack, had been dead just over a year. He had died on a dark and stormy evening, riding his motorcycle during a sudden rain squall. The cops had told me, from the line of rubber that he had laid down on the road, that he must have swerved out of his lane and into oncoming traffic. 

Had he swerved to miss a car impatiently passing someone on the twisty mountain highway? Had he swerved to miss a deer?

I looked. There was only one skid mark on the road. Whatever he had swerved to miss hadn’t even slowed down.

Afterwards, I researched how to cut brake lines and how to identify slippery, fishy-smelling brake fluid as it leaked out of an automobile. I learned the place to press on someone’s neck to make them pass out—at the carotid sinus baroreceptor—and where the weakest place on someone’s skull is—at the pterion. I studied poisons, sniper rifles, drug overdoses, and, even more importantly, how to get away with all of it. 

I had an excuse, though: I was, and am, a writer.

Before Jack died, I was at least hypothetically on schedule with the seventh novel in my mystery series, about a cabal of British historians who dug up the truth on historical cold cases. The seventh book was about a possible serial killer in the time of The Three Musketeers, crossed with an apparent modern-day copycat killer who had killed one of the historians. It wasn’t the kind of book I could personally resist writing. I had been researching rapiers for months.

But then there was Jack, his motorcycle, and the side of a mountain, and I couldn’t seem to do anything but research how a hypothetical wife of a hypothetical dead man might go about her hypothetical revenge.

My deadline came and went.

That June, I was over six months past deadline and I didn’t feel any closer to putting words into my manuscript file. I was still going to conferences, though. I drank burnt-yet-under-brewed coffee and told newbie writers two correspondingly weak and bitter truths.

The first was that no matter how bad a writer was, writing wasn’t a waste of time. Writing was an enrichment activity, like giving the elephants tractor tires to play with at a zoo. Creative types who don’t create are at risk of going nuts. You need to write, I told them. Unused gifts turn to poison.

I didn’t tell them that I was currently experiencing that poison myself.

The second truth was that the writers who were going to make it were the ones willing to put as much work into writing as a professional magician was willing to put into a card trick, not just performing the same trick over and over again—although that was part of it—but studying the magicians and tricks that had come before.

“A ten-second card trick, done well, can represent a decade of work,” I told them. “Are you ready to work that hard?”

Faces glazed over, and I berated myself for thinking that I could say anything of substance to a writer. All I was doing was convincing the one person with talent that it wasn’t worth the bother.

Other writers have the knack of sugar-coating their bitter pills. I’ve never learned, which was probably why I was struggling so much with the ones I had to swallow. I’d been choking over Jack’s death for a year, and it still hadn’t gone down.

I drove along the winding roads. The clouds were overtaking the sky. 

I passed houses with dirty four-wheelers out front and kayaks hanging under their decks. I passed wood cabins and clapboard houses. I passed houses made of local rock a hundred years ago, and three-story cedar-sided modern A-frames with windows stretching from roof peak to basement. I passed hand-painted signs and satellite dishes. I passed rickety bridges over creeks, a few foolhardy final fishermen still out in their waders, silent and ghostly deer watching me from the ditches, tiny blue flowers clinging to the rocks and bobbing as the wind picked up. I drove past a fire station, a couple of churches, a gas station, an antique store, and a pizza parlor. What, after all, did I have in the fridge after being away for almost a week? I almost pulled over, but a lightning bolt close enough to leave an afterimage in my eyes and the SUV shaking from the thunder changed my mind for me: I didn’t want to get caught halfway up the mountain. If a real gusher started up, the road would flood, and I’d have to head back down. 

And I wanted to sleep in my own bed.

So I kept driving. A few fat splatters of rain hit the window, then stopped. Then started again, as I drove around a corner and hit a gust of wind. The SUV pulled, trying to slide into the other lane. 

A bright light flashed in my eyes. A motorcyclist. I gritted my teeth and wrestled the 4Runner back where it was supposed to be, then kept driving. The rain came down hard and I turned on the wipers. Streaks of dust dragged across my vision, then washed away in the downpour. The red streak of the bike’s taillight disappeared around a curve.

The rain stopped again, just to be perverse.

Why couldn’t he have just pulled over and waited out the storm? Why had he kept driving? Why had he taken the bike out in the first place?

Ten minutes later, I was pulling into my driveway. There’s something about me that makes me wonder if, every time I return home, I’ll find the house burned to the ground. Everything seemed fine, though, except for a few places in the gravel that looked like they had been washed away in some rain. I promised myself that I’d hire a guy to bring up a load of gravel after I got the next piece of my advance.

For a book that I didn’t know how to write anymore.

If I even knew how to write anymore, that was.


      [image: image-placeholder]I pulled up beside the house. It was the kind of place that was perfect for Jack and me, but not that impressive compared to the neighbors’. It was a cedar-sided, two-story A-frame that had been built in the Sixties and had had one owner before us, a guy who had, after his wife’s death, clung to the place like a barnacle until a broken hip had scraped him off the property and into a nursing home. We had put on a new roof and replaced the water heater, but left the old appliances in the old-fashioned galley kitchen. The floors were vinyl parquet tiles but the walls, and even the ceilings, were all natural wood. The realtor had put in new carpet in the loft and the two other bedrooms downstairs, that cheap, stinky beige stuff that sheds pieces of yarn around the edges every time you vacuum. 

The built-in shelves were packed with books and knickknacks, there were two tattered old recliners in front of the wood stove, and a loft above the kitchen for a love-nest. The deck needed to be refinished, there was my office and Jack’s “man cave” in the basement, and the damned driveway kept threatening to wash out completely. The finish on the table was scratched and one of the wood chairs wobbled. Jack’s pots and pans still hung from their hooks, well used once but now dusty, and a chaise lounge sat in front of the big glass windows facing out over our acreage: an illusion of infinite space, with a pretty creek tinkling away at the far edge of the property. A shed on the opposite side of the house had held Jack’s bike, but was empty now of all but mice and rust.

Million-dollar-plus houses surrounded us, just out of sight, but this was home.

I got out of the SUV and stopped. Something felt wrong.

I sniffed deeply, thinking that maybe a skunk had wandered through the yard, but there was nothing. A tendril of lightning snaked lazily overhead, then erupted into thunder. I took out my keys and ran for the door. I bounded up the wood steps, unlocked the door, threw myself inside, and watched a curtain of hail come battering down on the shed roof and the top of the SUV. The hail was the size of my pinkie fingernail. Nothing to worry about—yet.

I kicked off my shoes. I’d unload the SUV later. I dropped the keys on the kitchen counter, flipped on the lights, and stopped.

The kitchen had been trashed. 

Cupboards open, dishes everywhere, the bottom drawer on the oven pulled out and left in the bathroom opposite the kitchen. A sour lemon-pine-vinegar-bleach smell everywhere. Soaking towels, cleaning supplies dumped out into the sink. The window had been covered with heavy black tarp and taped over with duct tape. Drawers no longer sat right on their tracks.

I went into the living room. 

Books everywhere, the recliners flipped over, the wood for the stove scattered all over the floor. The curtains over the big windows at the end of the living room had been pulled closed and taped shut. So had the smaller windows. We hadn’t had a TV upstairs (although there was one down in the man cave), but the stereo system had been pulled apart and left in pieces on the Persian rug, as if the thief had been interrupted. 

The one thing that I needed to know was there, on top of the big wood entertainment center, was missing: a carved longhorn cow’s skull, Jack’s favorite possession.

Fuck.

I froze where I was, hugging myself tightly. Now was not time to panic, or explode with rage, or freak out, or curl up into a ball. Now was time to think.

My cell phone was still out in the SUV, plugged into the charger. The roof thundered with hail. 

Right now, the most important thing was not “what had been stolen?” but “was the bad guy still here?” 

It didn’t feel like it. No cars in the driveway, for one thing, and it was a heck of a walk to a public parking area. And most of my neighbors had NO TRESPASSING – THIS PROPERTY IS PROTECTED BY THE SECOND AMENDMENT signs with handguns on them. You’d have to be pretty ballsy to try to park at one of their places, rather than mine, if you wanted to rob my house.

I put on my shoes in case a window was broken somewhere and did a walkthrough of the house. The windows were all closed and taped, the doors open, the drawers and closets and shelves emptied. It looked like a whirlwind had blown through.

But.

No windows were broken. The sliding doors out onto the deck hadn’t been forced (and the good old low-tech wooden dowel serving as a door lock was still in place). I went back to the kitchen door and checked it. It hadn’t been forced, either, and I didn’t see a lot of scratch marks around the deadbolt. Presumably the ones that were there, I had put there myself.

The safe in the man cave holding Jack’s guns was still in his closet, as was the safe in my closet with the titles and the social security cards. Neither had been opened. The painting in my office, a sentimental print of Leonid Afremov’s Love by the Lake, hadn’t been disturbed, and the thousand bucks in cash in the envelope behind the painting hadn’t been disturbed either.

The TV in the man cave had been dumped on the floor, but it wasn’t broken. Or stolen. The hard drives in both our desktop computers were still in place.

I went back up to the kitchen door and walked through the house again, this time with skeptical eyes.

Whoever had done this hadn’t torn any pages out of the books. They were all over the place, but even the books that had been thrown—or placed—so that their pages were open didn’t have any of the pages bent.

The stereo equipment hadn’t been ripped out. Just removed and put on the floor. On top of the Persian rug. Which hadn’t itself been disturbed. I mean, who trashes a house looking for something and doesn’t check under the rug?

None of the trash cans had been emptied.

So someone had broken into my house without leaving a mark on either of the doors, laboriously and professionally taped up the windows, trashed the place without actually damaging anything, taken nothing of value but Jack’s longhorn skull—which had been out in the open, no need for an extensive search—and left, locking the door behind them.

I wanted to untape the windows and check them for signs that someone had broken in that way, but I thought better of it: I didn’t want to disturb any fingerprints, if possible. I decided that it was not possible not to make myself a cup of coffee. I also needed to pee. I used the eraser on a pencil to flush the toilet and to turn the faucets on and off, just in case. 

A few minutes later I was standing in the living room with a cup of strong black coffee, working myself up to calling the cops. The roof still echoed with the constant strike of hailstones. I was going to have to drive back down the damned mountain and find a place to stay for the night after all. 

I should have just stopped for pizza. 

And then something terrible happened: the land line rang.


      [image: image-placeholder]It was Maddy MacFarlane, a neighbor of mine, nearing eighty years of age, living in one of the million-plus homes nearby.  

“Liz Hicks, home from the writers’ conference. I saw your SUV pulling up into your driveway but no lights on in the house. What are you doing, standing around in the dark?”

“Hi, Maddy,” I said. 

“What’s wrong?” 

Maddy MacFarlane was as sharp as a tack, as the saying goes, or rather as sharp as a scalpel, able to cut to the point with one noncommittal comment from me and an observation about lights that didn’t peep out around the window curtains.

“Someone broke in while I was out,” I said.

“And?”

“And stole Jack’s skull. Not his skull. The big carved longhorn skull on top of the entertainment center in the living room.”

“I remember it,” Maddy said. She had only been over to my house twice, and then only into the living room: she wasn’t good with stairs anymore. But she had seen it when she was here, and commented on it: I had got it for Jack for an anniversary present the year we moved in. 

Of course she remembered.

“Anything else missing?” she asked.

“Strange that you should ask,” I said. “No.”

“No?”

“Not that I can tell. But I’ve only been home—” I checked the clock on the phone; it was blinking. At some point while I was gone, the power had gone out. “Maybe half an hour. The windows have been taped up and I can’t see how they got in, which tells me that it was a professional. But the cash on the back of the painting in my office is still there, and I can’t see how a professional would miss that. The safes are still there, too, and they aren’t bolted down or anything. The TV wasn’t taken, and neither was the stereo.”

Maddy said, “Liz, have you called the police yet?”

“No. I was just about to.”

“Would you wait a little while?”

“Why?”

“I want you to come over here instead.”

“Why?”

“To get you out of the house for the night, for one thing, but also because I have something to tell you.”

“About…this?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Tell me now.”

“It’s the sort of thing that requires time and a pot of tea, dear. A long story. You know how I’ve been watching the neighborhood to try to spot the burglar who’s been breaking into houses?”

I blanked for a moment. Burglars in the neighborhood—and my house was the latest one to get hit up. That made sense. But when had she said anything about it? She hadn’t. She’d said that she was taking up bird watching when I asked her about the powerful binoculars that I’d seen on her kitchen table a few weeks ago, though, adding that she was hearing all sorts of new bird calls in the neighborhoods. Then she had winked. I had assumed that she was keeping track of somebody having an affair.

If that had been a discussion about burglars in the neighborhood, it had gone completely over my head.

“Sorry, Maddy, I forgot,” was what I said, though.

“It’s all been over the last month,” Maddy said, “And you were distracted with writing your new book, I’m sure. Deadlines, you know.”

I wasn’t sure whether she was teasing me or just didn’t know that I was coming up empty. “Anyway?” I said.

“Any-hoo, I’ve gathered a bunch of us together to discuss the matter, and see if we can come to any conclusions,” she said. 

I shook my head. Too much was happening that night, too fast, and too loud: the hail was still coming down, fast and thick. “And…you’re going to call us all together to expose the murderer?” I asked.

Maddy paused. “Burglar.”

“Right,” I said. “But, you know. Like an episode of Poirot.”

“I prefer,” she said, stressing the last syllable, “to think of myself as a Miss Marple. One doesn’t like to admit one has a bit of an old lady mustache, even at my age. Are you coming? Or calling the cops?”

I looked around the room. 

What were the police going to do? Sadly, after Jack’s death I had come to realize that there were no fast, easy answers when the police were involved. It took superhuman patience to endure their form of justice. I didn’t blame the police for how things had gone at Jack’s death. But I couldn’t exactly call them about the burglary with a light heart, knowing that they would quickly find and punish the perpetrator.

I sighed. 

“I’ll be right over,” I said. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Card Party





But I was  not right over. Dashing back and forth between the house and the SUV, I retrieved my belongings, dumped my dirty convention clothes out of my carry-on, and put fresh jammies and a change of clothes—ones that did not involve wrinkle-free polyester—back in the bag. Then I took a shower in my tiny, reassuring bathroom, washing a week of hard-water gunk buildup off me and replacing it with my favorite lavender soap, which washed off cleanly in the mountain water. I had brought a second cup of coffee into the shower with me, and drank all of it while standing under the burning, pounding stream.

By the time I got out, the hail had stopped. Good timing.

On an impulse, I grabbed my laptop bag and dumped it into the back seat of the SUV. Maybe all of this would somehow inspire me to get back to work on my novel. If nothing else, confessing to Maddy just how badly things were going would give me a guilt trip that it might be easier to write my way through than to ignore.

I put on a pair of hiking boots that weren’t sweaty from being worn all day on travel, zipped myself into a waterproof shell, and ran for the SUV, locking the door behind me.


      [image: image-placeholder]Maddy MacFarlane. Where do I even begin? She’s a character. Born just before the Boomers started popping out of the womb in vast numbers, the tail end of the Silent Generation. Her generation didn’t fight in the great wars. They endured the McCarthy years by keeping their mouths shut. They grew up relatively prosperous, believing that hard work would actually solve all their problems, but that one slip-up and they’d be back at the Great Depression. 

They wore white shirts and tailored dresses. They played by the rules and earned by the work of their own two hands the fruits of the American Dream. Whenever you hear someone going off about hard work and keeping your nose clean, about how your company will do you right and pay a good pension—think Silent Generation. The ultimate conformists.

And then there was Maddy.

It wasn’t hard to tell that she’d grown up in that milieu. She kept herself in shape and had perfect posture. She wore twin sets. She had Jackie O hair and wore knee-length dresses with pantyhose and pumps—eighty-year-old hips be damned. She had hatboxes. She had a calf-length plaid button-up wool coat she’d been wearing since the early Sixties. When she put out snacks for a party, she didn’t stint on the anchovies or the Jell-O, and her Christmas tree was silver with a humming, rotating tri-color light to make it sparkle.

I never heard her swear, not even the day she called me after she slipped and fell on her back porch and I had to stay with her until the ambulance arrived. A broken hip, and not even one quiet damn. In fact, she made me get a deck of cards and we played gin rummy until the EMTs arrived.

She had been a schoolteacher. Her husband, Ed, had been a physicist working for the military. What had he invented? Sorry, that was still classified. They had made their money off her investments, though. She was clear about that.

Ed had died after I met her, and also after he had been moved off the mountain and down into a Denver nursing home. He had had advanced Alzheimer's. Maddy had gone to see him like clockwork, once every other week. Not more than that. Not less than that. Her nephew Nick would drive her back and forth. She claimed to not want to burden him by asking to go more often than that. I started popping over about an hour after she had gone, just to make sure she didn’t sink into darkness.

“I should have killed him when I had the chance,” she said once, then offered me a drink.

Her house is a one-story ranch house that looks like an architect took one look at my house and said, “I like it, but…” The house is bigger and wider. The siding is brown cement molded to look like wood. The door has a ramp, not stairs, and the driveway is paved—although it still gets dangerously close to being washed out on a regular basis.

The wood flooring is some kind of treated plastic, but the walls are all wood. There are no ridges between rooms, and the doors are big enough for a wheelchair, should one become required. The kitchen is modern, with mock-granite counters and wood cabinets, the kind with hardware so smooth that it is literally impossible to slam a drawer. The beige carpet is the nice kind that doesn’t retain stains, and the bathrooms all have grab bars and padded bench seats. 

The yard is landscaped, mostly with gravel, with the trees cleared away from the house. The house overlooks the same stream as my house, even though you have to back out onto the highway and take a different road to get to Maddy’s place. It’s literally a two-minute walk through pretty woods, in good weather, which this wasn’t.

I drove, working slowly back up my driveway through a couple of inches of water, then back out to the winding road that led to about a dozen houses including mine, then back out to the highway, then back onto another road with another dozen houses, and then slowly onto Maddy’s driveway and through a couple of inches of water. My stream ran past her house near the top of her driveway, normally through a culvert running under the road, then over to my house at the top of my driveway, ditto, and then flowed downhill and back again, past the bottom of my property, and then down past the bottom of Maddy’s property. That’s how close we were.

On the way over, I checked my phone. New message from Maddy. She had called my cell trying to find me. Presumably, when she hadn’t reached me, she had tried the house.

At the end of Maddy’s driveway were a number of cars. And several motorcycles. Not exactly enough for a motorcycle gang, but still a fair number. The bikes were in the open garage, the cars parked between the garage and the house. In the garage was a young man, I want to say about twenty or twenty-five years old. I gave him a second look, but it wasn’t Nick, Maddy’s nephew, or, rather, great-nephew. Nick was tall and gangly and awkward looking, not unhandsome per se. A young Boris Karloff with a pencil mustache, more than anything else. I didn’t know much about him, other than that his parents were both dead, and that Maddy’s sister was kind of, well, a bitch, so Maddy had become his adoptive mentor and grandmother, as it were.

This was someone else, someone shorter, with a goatee. He stopped working on the bike—it wasn’t Nick’s, which was red—and watched me find a place to park around the edge of the driveway. 

I picked a spot under an old pine tree and hoped for the best, grabbing my carry-on and the laptop bag and running for the house. A splatter of rain hit me in the face as I passed the garage, more to remind me of the storm than anything else, I think. I made it to the front door, which opened as I approached it, revealing Nick, who held the door for me as I rushed inside.

“Thanks, Nick.”

“No problem. Sorry Jack’s skull got stolen.”

Maddy must have told him already. “Me, too,” I said. “But hey. It sounds like your aunt has the solution to the whodunnit in hand already.”

Nick put a finger to his lips and jerked his head toward the rest of the house. “She’s not sure yet,” he cautioned.

“Right, right,” I said. “Wait for the big reveal.”

Normally, when someone burgles a whole neighborhood—and does so in such a professional manner—there are professionals, plural, involved. There are plenty of professional thieves in Denver. They hit neighborhoods on rotation like bandits raiding villages after a harvest: you have to wait until the victims have recovered from the last time you’ve hit them, or there won’t be anything worth stealing.

The ones I’ve heard about, though, mostly just sweep through the neighborhood stealing cars, riffling through glove boxes, and only breaking into empty houses with FOR SALE signs out front. I’d never had to write about anyone breaking into multiple houses in one neighborhood. Most of the time, a burglary is performed on a single house by a male under twenty-five who has been in the house before. It’s a case of “you have stuff, why shouldn’t I?” Most burglaries are strictly amateur hour.

In other words, not people who know to tape up the windows and avoid leaving break-in marks on the doors. And they don’t hang around long enough to trash an entire house…and they definitely don’t leave expensive stereo equipment behind.

It had to be a professional.

And yet it couldn’t be a professional, if they had hit up multiple houses in the neighborhood, over the course of a month. Some of my neighbors had serious security systems, high-tech, with alarms that would trigger a call to the police if the system wasn’t shut down properly.

“Who’s the motorcycle gang?” I asked.

“Friends, mostly,” he said. “We all went out this morning thinking it was going to be good weather. Nana said she wanted some noise in the house, let’s have a barbecue. Ate too much. Everyone lolled around playing board games and didn’t notice the storm coming in.”

“Is there room for everyone?” I tried to remember how many bikes had been in the garage. More than four, less than ten? “Should I go back home?”

“All good. We have air mattresses and couches in the basement.”

“Whoa,” I said. “There’s a basement? I didn’t even know.”

He grinned at me. “Dude who built the house was a prepper.”

“There’s a bomb shelter under the house? And Maddy never told me?”

“Dunno. Something. Show you the door later. It’s cool.” 

Maddy was waving at me from the kitchen-slash-living room, a large open space scattered with rugs and chairs and coffee tables. The oak dining room table, which had been stretched out to its full length, was strictly for playing cards and games and snacks, as far as I’d ever seen.

“Yoo hoo, Liz! Over here! Nick, don’t be so selfish. Send her over here.”

I looked around the side of the door to see whether it was a “shoes off” or “shoes on” day. A few pairs of shoes lay on the rubber mat, most of them too big to be Maddy’s. I kicked mine off, glad I had changed into clean socks.

It was a strange assortment of guests. Besides Nick, there were another two young men of his age sitting on a leather couch, passing a legal pad between them and snorting like two middle-schoolers passing dirty notes. I recognized the others: Marianne and Jim Griffiths, two Army retirees that I thought had gone on, or might have just come back from, vacation; Robert DeFoor, a computer programmer who had worked on my computer a couple of times since Jack’s death as a favor; and Sally Strobridge, who was a real estate agent and the neighborhood gossip, the kind of woman who submits the “neighborhood news” to the weekly local newspaper. Your business is her business. 

I waved at everyone and called a hello, then joined Maddy at the kitchen island, where she was cutting up veggies for a crudités platter. She was carving radishes into a variety of flowers to add to the center of the platter, along with her tomato roses, cucumber leaves, and carrot blossoms. She had her silver-gray hair back under a kerchief and was wearing a red print dress with tiny white flowers under a pink apron covered with cats. She even had lipstick on. I smelled puff pastry cooking in the oven.

“Fancy,” I said. 

“One so seldom has an opportunity to make garnishes,” she said, then sniffed. “You never really appreciate them. Nick doesn’t either.”

“Nick’s all right,” I said.

She sighed. “He’s at a troublesome age. He needs to get married and settle down.”

I laughed, not sure why what she’d said was so funny. “I just don’t see a white picket fence in Nick’s future. How is everything else going?”

Maddy made a face, and suddenly she looked her age. “Rotten,” she said. “So far. But let’s not talk about that now.”

“Is there anything you want me to do?”

“You are a mystery writer,” she said. “If you could just solve the mystery for me, that would be nice.”

“Not a clue?” I said.

“Better if you get your own clues,” said Maddy, smiling. “Coffee? Whiskey? Coffee with whiskey? What can I do you for?”

I opted for an Irish coffee and dosed it myself lightly with Tullamore Dew. As soon as I had noisily slurped it, suddenly everyone else felt like having one, and I found myself making several. 

“Do you have decaf?” Marianne asked. Sally wanted skim milk. One of Nick’s friends wanted soy milk and no whipped cream—which just went to show that a man could have tattoos from wrist to neck and still be vegan. Nick’s friends’ names were Egan and Tony, and the guy outside was Austin. Egan was the tattooed vegan (easy enough to remember), and Tony had a tiger tattoo on his shoulder. I resisted the urge to tell him about the Frosted Flakes mascot. Deeee-licious. I didn’t want him to think I was hitting on him, or, worse, making the same dumb joke about his name that he’d heard fifty times already.
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