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To the memory of friend, fine actor, photographer, artist, and filmmaker Bill Paxton, who was taken way too soon




 


It is wiser to find out than to suppose.


—Mark Twain






Question with boldness even the existence of a god; because, if there be one, he must more approve the homage of reason, than that of blindfolded fear.


—Thomas Jefferson
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Even when I’m doing something enjoyable, it seems death and destruction lurk nearby. I might not recognize those dual demons right away, but they’re out there.


They might arrive in a pickup truck, and those in it may seem at first like a lot of people I might see. Just folks going about their business.


But they may be carriers of a repulsive kind of disease, and there are many symptoms. Hate and prejudice, ignorance and a profound pride in what they don’t know. They are those who go with their gut, which is about as accurate as throwing chicken bones or reading signs in frog entrails.


I don’t know they’re coming until they’re there, and even then, I might not understand exactly what has walked into my life. I may think, considering my experience, that I’ll know right away if something is going to go dark and wet, but I still get fooled, and their kind of disease can have a ripple effect; it’s not just their viewpoint, it’s how their viewpoint affects others—they spread their germs without even being aware of it.


•  •  •


I was in the side yard with Brett, enjoying our Saturday, and a fine April afternoon, cooking up burgers, bratwurst, and weenies on the grill. Their aroma in the air was thick enough, if you smacked your lips you could taste them.


We were celebrating. Three hours before, me and Brett had gotten married by the LaBorde justice of the peace. No Bible, no preacher, just the law. Me and her had talked about pulling that trigger for some years, and finally we had gone and done it. I couldn’t have been happier.


When we got married we had a small crowd there at the JP’s office, close friends and a few strays we had taken in, and they were coming over in a little while to enjoy our wedding picnic. We had a long folding-leg table laid out with paper plates and cups, and an ice chest with a bag of ice in it. We had folding chairs stacked on the ground, ready for use.


I was scraping a burger off the grill, flipping it.


“I thought we might go to Paris for a honeymoon,” Brett said, “but then I got to thinking about a cookout in the yard and nixed it.”


“Yeah. French cooking can kiss my ass, baby. I’m doing burgers and dogs.”


“Don’t burn them this time,” Brett said.


“Nope. I’m on it. And you know what, everything goes well, we can play horseshoes after lunch, and later tonight you can play with my ass.”


“Oh, you charmer.”


“That’s right, baby. Stick with me and you’ll be farting through silk.”


A white pickup coasted to the curb in front of our house and parked next to the oak tree that grew near the street. It wasn’t a truck that belonged to one of our guests. It wasn’t a truck that belonged to anybody I knew.


The tires on the truck were so high that when the door opened, the driver, a thin, thirtyish man with wiry muscles and sandy-blond hair, practically had to dangle himself down to the curb. On the other side a woman worked her way out of the passenger seat and came around the front of the truck. She had lowered some kind of step stool to make her exit. I caught a glimpse of it from under the truck. Both of them probably had nosebleeds from sitting so high.


They started across the yard. It made me a little nervous, especially when I saw the T-shirt the man was wearing. It was white with blue lettering on the front that read WHITE IS RIGHT. Not one of my sentiments, even though my skin is as pale as milk when it isn’t tanned or sunburned.


The young man had on black jeans and lace-up boots and so many tattoos visible on his arms and neck that, from a distance, I thought he was wearing long sleeves. Close up I could see more tattoos through the thin fabric of his T-shirt. I assumed he might have others in places less interesting to see, and a box of stick-on tattoos at home along with a pointed white hood for those special evenings out with the Klan. That may sound judgmental, but hey, that T-shirt told me a lot.


The woman was probably in her late fifties, garbed up in what I think of as traditional Pentecostal style, meaning her brown hair was in a bun so tall and wide she could have hidden an electric mixer under it, and she was wearing a blue-jean dress that fell almost to her ankles and was capped off by clunky black boots that looked one grade up from orthopedic shoes. She didn’t have on any makeup, not even lipstick or eyeliner. From certain religious points of view, God and Jesus get all worked up about hairdos and makeup but couldn’t seem to end a war anywhere or kill a disease. I thought maybe God had his priorities out of whack.


Those two looked so much like stereotypes it wouldn’t have surprised me to discover they had venomous snakes in their pockets and could speak in tongues.


The man slowed and let the woman take the lead. She came right to me, stuck out her hand, and I shook it. She didn’t offer it to Brett. The man didn’t offer his hand to either of us. He stood there with his hands in his pockets. One eyelid spasmed from time to time, as if being periodically electrocuted. I could have sworn I saw one of his neck tattoos crawl under his shirt, but I suppose it was a shifting of the light.


Up close I could see some of the tattoos were professional and some were the sort you do yourself or get in prison, or perhaps a three-year-old with a carving knife and a bottle of ink had been hired to mark him up.


“You’re the one’s got that private detective agency, aren’t you?” the woman said.


“She does,” I said, nodding at Brett. “I work for her.”


“Oh, I thought you owned it and had her and that … colored fellow working for you. What’s he do there?”


“Eats cookies and drinks coffee, from what I can tell,” I said.


“He works there, same as this man, who, by the way, is my husband.”


I liked the way Brett said that. I felt like a big dog. I was so happy I wanted to wag my tail.


“You work for your wife?” the man said. It was like his mind had just snapped to attention.


“It’s either that or she doesn’t let me eat.”


“Sometimes, when he’s sassy or acting a little hysterical, I make him stand in the yard and hold a heavy rock over his head,” Brett said.


The woman grinned a little, but the young man looked at me as if he were concerned I not only didn’t wear the pants in the family but might have accidentally cooked my dick on the grill in place of a sausage.


“We looked you up in the phone book. Drove by your office a few times,” the woman said. “We asked around about y’all, trying to decide.”


“Decide what?” Brett said.


“We got this problem, and truth is, everyone else turned us down.”


“Who’s everyone else?” I said.


“The other private detective in town.”


“There’s another one?” I said.


“And all them over in Tyler and Longview too. Ain’t none over in Marvel Creek, which is where we’ve got the problem, so there wasn’t no one to ask there. Cops here can’t do nothing. It’s out of their jurisdiction.”


“Thing is, we heard you had that nig … colored man working there,” the young man said, “and that put us off some. At first we thought he just cleaned up the office.”


I thought: Bless your little ignorant heart.


“Here’s something might put you off even more,” I said, and pointed.


Marvin Hanson’s car pulled up at the curb, and he and Officer Carroll, as we always called Curt, got out.


Hanson was carrying a twelve-pack of diet sodas under his arm, and Officer Carroll had a twelve-pack of beer under his. The sodas were mostly for me, the beers were for some of the others.


From the backseat came the niece of Leonard’s ex-boyfriend John. Her name was Felicity, and she was just out of her teens and had her hair in pigtails today, tied up on both sides with bright blue ribbons.


Finally, there was Reba, the little girl Leonard called the Four-Hundred-Year-Old Vampire Midget. Truth was, twelve years old or not, Reba could be a bitch. She had a mouth like a sailor’s and a mind as sharp as a butcher’s knife. I had to make sure she didn’t get in the beer when no one was watching.


All of them except Officer Carroll were black as black could be, and you could see the man and the woman taking that in, the way soldiers might count their enemies’ artillery mounted on a hill. Officer Carroll was Leonard’s boyfriend. I kind of figured same-sex relationships were probably on the pair’s no-no list as well.


“What’s all them colored people showing up for?” the young man said. The way he said that, you could tell he didn’t go out and about among those who held different beliefs than his own.


“We’re filming a Tarzan movie after lunch,” Brett said. “Need a lot of them colored folks for that. Cannibal scenes, you know.”


“Yeah, I get to play Tarzan,” I said.


“No. You get to be Tarzan’s monkey,” Brett said.


I made a soft chattering sound. I thought it sounded like a monkey, and a damn sexy monkey.


“By the way,” I said, motioning to Marvin and Officer Carroll, “this gentleman is the police chief, and this white fellow works for him.”


No hands were shook. Everyone merely looked at one another for a moment as if all fingers had been dipped in shit.


Marvin said, “We’ll put these in the ice chest,” and he and Officer Carroll went to do just that.


I heard the screen door slam and looked up to see Chance step out on the porch with a large bag of potato chips in either hand. She wasn’t going to please them either. Physically, she was not only made up of whatever I was made up of, but she had her mother’s coloring, her dark skin, fine American Indian and Hispanic features, black hair tied back in a ponytail long enough to use for a lariat. She was beautiful.


Right behind her came Leonard, in charge of a box of vanilla cookies, his black face split with a bright white smile.


I watched the young man fold his arms across his chest, obscuring the writing on his shirt.


Everyone came over and wished us congratulations again—everyone except our surprise guests, of course.


It was then a second wave of guests arrived. Our friend Manuela Martinez got out of her car carrying a large paper bag. She was looking fine and petite in tight jeans and an equally tight orange top, her black hair cut to the shoulders; the white scar that ran from below her left ear to the tip of her chin gave her near-model features a kind of rugged class. I watched her walk toward us. I watched very carefully.


Brett elbowed me. “Watch it, mister.”


“Hey, what was that for?” I said.


“You know,” she said.


On the other side of the car, Cason Statler got out. He too had a paper bag with something in it. We were going to have enough food to feed the proverbial army. I had introduced him to Manny, as we called Manuela, and since that time they had become as tight as superglue in a gnat’s ass.


Cason was one of those guys that got better looking as he got older. White guy with thick, dark hair and a cock-of-the-walk stride, always in shape.


Brett said, “Now I got something to look at.”


“Then we’re even,” I said.


“Not exactly,” she said.


The woman and the man from the two-story pickup truck stood stiff, like trees growing in the yard. We had sidelined them. And realizing we were being dicks, even though I thought they deserved it, I said, “Look, you want to talk, we can. On the porch.”


They pulled roots and went to the porch and sat down on the glider and waited for us.


Leonard walked up to me, said, “Who are those crackers?”


“Why, those are racists who are a little worried we might have a colored boy working for us.”


“Ah, now, Massa Hap, you know I’m one of the good ones.”


“Yes, but don’t forget your place.”


“You mean with my foot up your ass?” he said.


Chance listened to us and smiled. She carried the chips to the table. Me and Brett greeted everybody while Leonard went on over to the porch to make the honkies nervous. He smelled blood in the water.


I gave the spatula to Manny, said, “Don’t let the food burn.”


“I warn you,” Manny said, “what I cook best are kitchens. I’ve burned down two of them.”


“No worries,” Brett said. “We’re outdoors. If the meat starts to smoke, use the spatula and take them off the grill. If they catch fire, use the spatula to beat out the flames.”


“Gotcha,” Manny said.
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Me and Brett went over to the porch. As we were walking up, I heard Leonard say, “And I had me four of them fat white women in that barn. Lined ’em up against the wall, said, ‘Strip off and bend over and call me Daddy.’ Whole thing only cost me three dollars, and they let me brand them with a hot tire iron for free.”


“Ignore him,” I said.


The woman and the young man looked as if they had just survived a home invasion. The man especially appeared confused, and maybe a little angry, and yet at the same time there was a hesitation. I think he was afraid to say anything directly to Leonard, fearing his mouth might be writing a check his ass couldn’t cash.


All of us were on the porch now, our guests in the glider, me and Brett sitting on the steps, and Leonard leaning against the front door.


“Them two, the colored and the white man, they really law?” the white guy asked.


“Naw,” Leonard said. “We just let Marvin wear a badge and the other one got a cop suit for Christmas. Only reason he isn’t wearing it now is for fear of mustard stains.”


That got a blank look, an expression those two did especially well.


I said, “Yes. They are the real deal. First things first. I sense a disturbance in the color barrier. If you have trouble with black people, brown people, highly attractive redheads like my wife, or exceptional people like myself, then there’s no use in us talking.”


“All except that part about Hap being exceptional is real,” Leonard said.


The man looked at his mother. His eye was twitching a little more frequently now.


His mother said, “I guess we’re okay.”


“I don’t know,” the man said. “I’m not sure a colored is up to the job. So we need to know how much he’ll be involved.”


“As much as any of us will,” Brett said.


“Though during the middle of the day, I might have to have me a nap,” Leonard said.


The man and woman looked at each other, didn’t speak, but when they turned back to us, the woman said, “All right, then. Beggars can’t be choosers.”


“That’s the spirit,” Leonard said. He was talking cool, but the anger was coming off him like a high fever.


Brett reached out and gently touched Leonard’s arm. He calmed beneath her hand.


“Okay, tell us who you are, what you want,” Brett said.


“My name is Judith Mulhaney. This is my son, Thomas. What we want is to hire you to find my missing daughter. His sister, Jackie.”


“We called her Jackrabbit,” Thomas said. “She has these big front teeth. Looked good on her, though. That’s how we got to calling her a jackrabbit, saying she had a jackrabbit smile.”


“She’s been gone from home five years,” Judith said. “Be honest, I don’t think she’s alive. Not to say she’s been dead for five years. She was alive during most of that time, we know that. People saw her, but we didn’t, just heard how she was doing here and there. Thought eventually, things would work out, that she’d come back to see us, but in the past few months, no one has seen her that we’re aware of. Got to say we don’t know many people over there well enough to be sure if we’re getting the correct news. We kind of keep to ourselves. But I got a bad feeling. A mother knows.”


“If anything was done to her,” Thomas said, “I got an idea who might have done it.”


“We want her back,” Judith said, “be it flesh, or be it bones.”


“All right,” Brett said. “Before we know if we can be of any help, we need to hear the whole story. Need to know if you got money. Investigations don’t come cheap.”


“You get right to it, don’t you?” Judith said.


“I do,” Brett said. “You want us to do this, put us to work, you got to understand I don’t like you or your son. You’ve insulted Leonard here several times and are too dense to know it or too insensitive to care. You’ve done everything but call him the N-word.”


“I can say ‘nigger,’” Leonard said. “It’s okay I do. ‘Nigger, nigger, nigger.’”


“Goddamn it, Leonard,” Brett said.


“Just saying,” Leonard said.


“That’s what I don’t get,” Thomas said. “You can say it, but I can’t.”


“Oh, you can say it,” Leonard said, “but say it with me standing here, next time you say it, it might be through a gap in your teeth. I say ‘nigger,’ we call it ironic, don’t we, Hap?”


“Ironic,” I said.


“You say it, and we knock your teeth out.”


“It don’t seem fair,” Thomas said.


“It’s on account of things having been so damn fair for us dark-skinned folks all these years. That too is irony, if you’re wondering. And that doesn’t mean something you do with starch and an ironing board.”


“I know what ‘irony’ means,” Thomas said. I didn’t think he sounded all that convincing.


“Look here,” I said. “Me and Brett, we’re celebrating, and I don’t want to deal with this. I’m sorry, but Jackie’s been gone five years, she can wait a day. This is our day. Meet us at our office tomorrow at ten a.m., if you’re serious. You know where the office is, I take it?”


Judith and Thomas both nodded in concert.


“And by the way. How did you find our house?” I said.


“Address is in the phone book,” Thomas said.


“We looked up Brett Sawyer, like on the agency listing, and there’s a house address for Brett Sawyer,” Judith said. “We just drove over.”


“Oh,” I said.


So much for our Fortress of Solitude.
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Me and Brett lay in bed breathing hard, our bodies covered in sweat. I was holding her in my arms and the air was beginning to cool. She reached over and grabbed the sheet and pulled it over us.


“Ah,” I said, “you’re blocking my view.”


“You’ve seen enough for one night. My ass hurts.”


“That was our first sex as a happily married couple,” I said.


“Not to look a gift horse in the mouth, but it was a whole lot like the sex we had before we were married.”


“This is true,” I said. “But good, nonetheless.”


“Absolutely. I’m glad we finally did it, Hap. Married, not had sex. Well, that came out wrong. I’m glad we did both. I don’t know why being married matters, but it does. I didn’t think it would. I knew you wanted to, and then I wanted to because you did, and now that we’re married, I do feel different. I like it. Of course, I had a couple beers at lunch.”


“It’s a solid commitment, and I think it helps on our taxes.”


“Married people break up all the time,” she said.


“Not this time.”


“Right answer,” she said. “Do you think we were kind of mean to those people today?”


“I do. And they had it coming.”


“Maybe we just fulfilled their idea of what liberal-minded folks are supposed to be like. Well, you’re the most liberal-minded, and Leonard, he’s not liberal, so maybe I don’t know shit.”


“Leonard was a real asshole,” I said. “Talking about lining women up against the wall. He should have said men if he really wanted to get to them. Women aren’t his attraction.”


“I understand the sentiment,” Brett said, and rubbed my thigh under the sheet.


“I don’t know if I want to help those two,” I said. “I really don’t like them.”


“It’s not about their beliefs, Hap, it’s about the missing girl.”


“Jackrabbit.”


“I bet she hated that name.”


“Probably didn’t use it with the general public,” I said.


“Thinking it over,” Brett said, “I think Leonard showed tremendous restraint.”


“Yeah, couple years back he would have set their truck on fire with them in it.”


“Think they’ll show up at the office in the morning?”


“I don’t know. But if you keep rubbing my thigh, I can tell you what will show up.”


“That’s kind of the idea,” she said. “Question? You mind I’m keeping my last name, not taking yours?”


“Of course not. I’m keeping mine. I don’t want to be Hap Sawyer any more than you want to be Brett Collins. I have thought about changing my name to Swinging Dick, though. Think that suits me better.”


“Oh, baby. Name like that, wouldn’t you need enough to swing, to give it meaning?”


“Oh, that hurt.”


Brett laughed that throaty laugh she has and took hold of my head and pulled me to her and kissed me.
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In the morning, we got up and had coffee and buttered toast, then showered together. It felt funny having the house all to ourselves again. First Leonard had moved in for a while, then he was gone, then Chance came in, and then she got an apartment and was out, then Reba the Four-Hundred-Year-Old Vampire Midget stayed with us for a couple of nightmarish weeks, then Reba moved in with Chance, who could stand her best, and then Buffy, the dog Leonard had rescued but who lived with us, moved in with Chance as well. Buffy and Reba had the least bit of luggage, unless you counted all that was packed up in their pasts. Mistreated girl, mistreated dog.


After showering, we ended up having sex on the couch, just because we could, then we got dressed, and Brett drove us to the office in her car. The bike shop under our office was opening up. I always tried to take a glance at the owner, a beautiful blond lady who wore shorts most of the time, even in cool weather, and in cold weather she wore yoga pants that didn’t do her any harm either. I didn’t see her this morning, but I looked anyway. I love my redheaded woman, but I won’t lie: I enjoy examining the female form. I like to think it’s the potential artist in me. But it’s probably hormones. I think I got an extra share.


Leonard was already in the office making coffee and eating from a bag of vanilla cookies. There was a large watermelon on the desk next to a stack of moon pies and a can of malt liquor. On the wall, his fedora hung on a nail, and beside it, on another nail, was a straw cowboy hat about the size of a bird feeder. He wore hats from time to time, these and another one he kept at home, an actual deerstalker cap, like Sherlock Holmes in the movies, but he was going through a hatless period and had taken to shaving his head. I think this was due to his hair thinning.


As we came in, Leonard said, “And how are the newlyweds?”


“About like we were before we were newlyweds,” Brett said. “Except, oh my God, the sex was amazing. We saw little stars.”


“Really, we did,” I said. “We bumped our heads on the headboard.”


“I don’t want to hear about it,” Leonard said. “The idea of heterosexual sex always makes me queasy.”


“Now that we’ve got that out of the way,” I said, “why is there a watermelon, moon pies, and a can of malt liquor on the desk?”


“I was hoping, those two showed up, I would fit the stereotype. Just love jacking with them.”


“Not today,” Brett said. “Put that stuff out of sight. I thought about it all night. They may be assholes, but if they hire us, they’re our assholes, so let’s treat them like clients. We can dislike them on our off-hours.”


“You’re no fun,” Leonard said, but he started moving the stuff off the desk and into the closet. He said, “I actually did bring all this stuff from home, except the malt liquor. That’s Officer Carroll’s. Had time, I’d have bought a bucket of chicken to go with this stuff.”


“Just finish putting it away,” Brett said. Then to me: “And you, mister. You can stop grinning. There’s sweeping up needed around here.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said.


I got the broom and dustpan and went at it, especially under the desk, where dirt was inclined to mound up from our shoes.


“Ha-ha,” Leonard said, watching me sweep. “You missed a spot.”


I finished up sweeping, checked the clock, saw it was a minute before ten.


Right then Brett said, “Here they are.”


She was standing by the window looking out at the parking lot. Leonard and I went over to look out with her. The same truck on big high tires was there, and the side we could see was the passenger side this time, and when Judith opened the door, she pushed a button and a series of steps folded out of the truck and down to the ground. She came down them, hit another button, and they folded up. Smaller tires could have eliminated the steps and the money required for them, but I guess their version of Jesus liked white people to have plain hair and clothes and an expensive, big-ass, gas-guzzling truck.


Judith closed the door and started toward our office with her son, Thomas, who came around the front of the truck and joined her.


“I was hoping they wouldn’t show up,” Leonard said. “Hit by a car or something.”


“That’s not nice,” Brett said.


“Like I don’t know,” Leonard said.


Brett sat down behind the desk, Leonard leaned against the wall, and I took a seat on the edge of the desk, near enough so I could bask in Brett’s glow.


We listened to them climbing the stairs, and after a pause, they came in. The woman was dressed the same as yesterday, but Thomas had traded in his WHITE IS RIGHT T-shirt for a black one that had HARLEY-DAVIDSON written on it above the company’s logo.


“Would y’all like some watermelon?” Leonard said. “I got one in the closet. I like to keep them around. I always got one at the ready. Moon pies too. Or maybe you’d like to wet your whistle with some malt liquor.”


They looked at Leonard but didn’t respond. Sometimes that’s all you can do, ignore him. He’s kind of like a dangerous wild animal; responses only encourage them.


Brett glared at him. Leonard gave them a little smile, like a farmer who had been caught with his finger in a duck’s ass.


I offered them the client chairs, and they took their seats. When they were comfortable, Brett said, “Listen. We were rude to you yesterday. I don’t apologize for why I was rude, but I apologize for being rude. We take your case on, you can be assured you’ll get our best service.”


“You won’t just take our money,” Thomas said.


“No,” Brett said. “We won’t. First, you have a photo of Jackie?”


Judith produced a couple from her purse and handed them to Brett. Brett looked at them, handed them to me. I had expected to see a girl with prominent teeth so extended she could eat an ear of corn through a split-rail fence, but Jackie was actually quite attractive, long, dark hair, the teeth even and white, but large. It made her kind of sexy-looking, I thought. She was probably in her early twenties in that shot, and it was obviously taken in a photo booth. The other was a picture of her and an older man, both leaning on a pickup truck. In that one she was younger, late teens, maybe, a little lost-looking, her face having yet to grow into her teeth. The guy was perhaps ten years older, or had lived a rugged life. He was big and dressed in camouflage pants and a white T-shirt. Guess a deer saw him from the belt down, he’d be invisible out there in the woods. There was about him a redneck air I always despise, a look on his face like a man that embraced ignorance as truth and lack of interest in education as a reward.


I gave the photos to Leonard. While he looked at them, Judith began to explain about Jackie’s disappearance.


“Fellow that’s with her,” she said, “that’s George Jeeter, over in Marvel Creek. He took up with her when she was sixteen. He’s thirty in that picture. He’d be right on thirty-five or so now. Owns a junkyard. Jackie was always good with numbers, made good grades in school. She did George’s books, or computer records, whatever it was. She wanted to be an accountant. George kicked her out, or she left him. Not clear on that, but they quit being together, we know that much.”


“I’m presuming you went to Marvel Creek for a peek?” Brett said.


“Did,” Thomas said. “Went over there and found Jeeter, but he claimed he hadn’t seen her, not since he let her go. Said he didn’t want to stay with her because she nagged him. I thought right then he’d done something to her.”


“But you don’t know that for a fact?” I said.


“No,” Thomas said. “Guess I don’t, but he’s that kind of man. He don’t go to church none, even though he’s got the right way of seeing things on certain issues.”


“You mean he’s a racist, like you two?” Leonard said.


“Segregationist,” Thomas said. “I ain’t got a thing against niggers—sorry. Habit.”


“I bet,” Leonard said, and the look on his face might have made Thomas pee himself a little.


Thomas rushed to doctor the wound. “Ain’t got nothing against you or your kind, long as we all stay in our place, same as birds do. You don’t see no mockingbird mating with a blue jay, now, do you?”
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