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Mary Curry’s Tea Cakes

A CRAZY LITTLE THING CALLED DEATH




New bonus information about the Blackbirds in this edition!




Praise for  Have Your Cake and Kill Him Too

“Martin, a master of one-liners and witty repartee, mixes the zany lives of the Blackbird family with posh Main Line Philadelphia society and comes up with another winning mystery.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

 
“Charming and funny.” —Publishers Weekly

 
“Sassy, exciting, and impossible to put down.”

—Midwest Book Review

 
“Martin’s fabulous offering is peppered with witty dialogue, oddball characters, and a clever plot that blends two separate mysteries into one delightful tale of murder and the unusual relationships between sisters.” —Romantic Times

 
Cross Your Heart and Hope to Die

 
“Nora Blackbird has humor, haute couture, and sexual heat, and Cross Your Heart and Hope to Die has me hooked on the Blackbird sisters.”

—Harley Jane Kozak, author of Dating Dead Men  and Dating Is Murder

 
“A laugh-out-loud comic mystery as outrageous as a pink chinchilla coat.” —Booklist

“The right mix of humor . . . but like the best writers in this subgenre, Martin keeps the story grounded in reality.”

—South Florida Sun-Sentinel

 
“A blend of fashion-forward romance and witty suspense. . . . Martin’s wicked tongue-in-cheek satire will appeal to fans of Jennifer Crusie . . . and Janet Evanovich.” —Publishers Weekly

 
“Wide-eyed sleuthing, sisterly antics, and humorous dialog will have readers panting for more.” —Library Journal

 
“Vividly drawn and immensely entertaining ... an absolute delight.” —Romantic Times

 
Some Like It Lethal

 
“What great deadly fun!”—Kasey Michaels

 
“Simultaneously clever and funny. A tasty mix of murder, family dynamics, blackmail, and humor.”

—Contra Costa Times

 
Dead Girls Don’t Wear Diamonds

 
“A brash, flaming, and sassy amateur sleuth mystery . . . the perfect novel to take to the beach . . . light, breezy, and pure fun.”

—Midwest Book Review

How to Murder a Millionaire

 
“Will keep readers turning the pages . . . [a] delightful heroine.” —The Best Reviews

 
And more praise for Nancy Martin’s “smart and sophisticated series.”*

 
“A thoroughly entertaining mystery that also provides some red-hot sexual tension.”

—*New York Times bestselling author Jane Heller

 
“Rich, engaging, and funny . . . scandalous mystery, hot romance, and the delightful to-the-manor-born Blackbird sisters. You won’t want it to end!”

—Sarah Strohmeyer, author of Bubbles All the Way

 
“Clever, good-humored, and sharply observed.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

 
“What scandal for high society, but what fun watching Nora figure it out.” —Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
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despite our living all over the country.  
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Chapter 1

My sister Emma blew into the country-club dining room and conned the waiter into bringing her a bloody New York strip. Then she planted her elbows on the pink tablecloth and laid down the conversational ground rules. She said, “I’ll choke the first person who brings up carbohydrates as a topic of serious discussion.”

Which caused the fur-and-face-lift ladies to take their coffee cups and flee our table at the Daffodil Luncheon, leaving the three of us alone for a sisterly squabble.

“Oh, Em,” said Libby, who had called us together to mend fences. “You couldn’t have worn a decent pair of shoes?”

Emma had obviously come from the barn, because her riding boots were caked with a spring-scented substance that she was gracious enough to disguise by lighting a cigarette—against club rules, of course. “At least I wore a brassiere. You, on the other hand, look like a Playboy bunny who spent the winter binging on Krispy Kremes.”

Libby sported a snug mohair sweater with a neckline that plunged down the ski slope of her bosom. The décolletage was edged in a perky white fur obviously intended to distract the eye from the few pounds of loveliness that had crept onto her figure in the last year.

“At least I didn’t come with a Band-Aid on my nose,” said Libby.

“Let’s not make a scene,” I said, having already decided not to mention Emma’s dubious fashion statement, no doubt the result of some barnyard accident.

At the front of the room, local blond network affiliate news-reader Bebe McCarthy took the microphone and sent an electronic shriek bouncing around the room. As Bebe began her thanks-to-the-committee speech, Libby said, “You’re right, Nora. Some of us must reserve our positive mental energy for more important issues.”

“Yes,” I said.

“It’s not a diet, of course,” Libby explained for the third time. “It’s a healthy lifestyle change. And you’ll benefit, too. It’s time to take off those few pounds you put on lately.”

Emma made a noise like a cat with a hair ball, and I sighed.

Libby ate the last crumb of slivered almond from her spinach salad with dainty precision. “I understand completely. Like you, I refuse to be made to feel inadequate as a woman, enslaved by current fads in body image or temporary ideals established by a punitive fashion industry that actively destroys a woman’s confidence simply to sell their products. I’m perfectly happy with myself. Delighted, in fact. But a few changes once in a while make life interesting.”

Emma pushed back her plate, picked up her cigarette from where she’d left it balancing on the rim of her saucer and asked, “What’s for dessert?”

Libby dabbed her napkin to her lips. “Why don’t we split the mixed berries? A few raspberries would satisfy me.”

Emma blew a seductive smoke ring up at the waiter as he bent to refill her coffee cup. “How about finding me a chunk of chocolate cheesecake, big boy? Extra whipped cream.”

“Em,” I said. “Let’s be supportive.”

She noted my untouched plate as the waiter whisked it away, and she frowned. “What’s the matter with you?”

“I’m fine.”

Libby patted my hand. “I appreciate your support, Nora. I’m glad you’re taking control of your food issues.”

“But—”

“Let’s hear why we’re really here.” Emma flicked ashes into the centerpiece. “What’s the story, Lib? You didn’t invite me to the Daffodil Luncheon just to cheerlead your diet. What do you want?”

“Can’t I simply enjoy the company of my sisters as we prepare to welcome spring?” Libby looked prettily affronted. “After our little argument, Emma, I thought we’d join Nora at her social engagement in the spirit of sibling—”

“You and Em argued? About what?”

Emma checked her watch, clearly not allowing the subject to be reopened for discussion. “I’ve got things to do this afternoon.”

“Anybody we know?” Libby asked tartly. She checked her lipstick in the mirror of her compact. “Someone you met at work, perhaps?”

“Jealous?”

Since the festive night our parents threw their last cocktail party and pulled a disappearing act with the last of the Blackbird family fortune, our situation had pulled my sisters and me together rather like desperate souls clutching the gunwales of a fast-sinking lifeboat. While Mama and Daddy enjoyed their tax evaders world tour, the three of us took turns wrestling with the impulse to throw a sister overboard.

Emma and I both suppressed the urge to give Libby the heave-ho unless she revealed her agenda pronto. The postluncheon fashion show music began, but the two of us glared meaningfully at Libby.

She snapped shut her compact. “Oh, all right! You know I’m a founding member of the Erotic Yoga Society.”

“That bunch of nutcases,” Emma muttered. “I’d never seen so many loons in one room until you invited us to your Christmas party.”

Libby bristled. “Our group is firmly committed to the sensual melding of mind and body for the—”

“We’ve heard that crackpot mission statement before and it still doesn’t make any sense,” Emma said. “What happened? Somebody sprain his privates while saluting the sunrise or something?”

Sensing the imminent arrival of a headache, I intervened. “What’s going on with the Erotic Yoga Society, Lib?”

“We lost our lease.” Libby ignored Emma and focused on me. “For years we’ve been meeting in the basement of Larry’s Laundromat, but Larry’s pipes burst over the winter, and there’s been terrible water damage. All our mats are mildewed, and—well, it was a total catastrophe. The feng shui has been permanently compromised.”

I asked, “What are you going to do?”

“We need to raise some rent money for a new location. Larry always let us use his basement for free, so—”

“Hold it,” Emma said. “You mean Larry Wolmeister? The owner of the Dungeon of Darkness?”

Libby’s face went slack. “Larry owns the Dungeon of Darkness?”

“Of course he does!”

“Well, you would know, I suppose. Has he given you a raise lately?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact. I’m Employee of the Month.”

“What’s the Dungeon of Darkness?” I asked. “One of those stores that sells hobbit games for teenagers? Is that your new employer, Em?”

Libby glared at Emma. “Just because Larry happens to own that den of—of—who knows what doesn’t mean he can’t operate a legitimate business, too.”

“The Dungeon is a legitimate business,” Emma said. “Do you know how much people pay to get inside?”

“How much?” I asked.

Libby sniffed. “Do you run the cash register now, too?”

“I do lots of stuff for your pal Larry. All of it legal. Maybe you should stop in to check out the scene?”

“Is anybody going to tell me what’s going on?” I asked.

“No,” they said together.

“Is this what you’ve been arguing about? Em’s job?”

“Yes,” in unison.

“And I’m still not allowed to know about it?”

“It’s no big deal,” Emma said, but she and Libby were seething at each other like boxers before a title match.

“All right, then, let’s get back to the Erotic Yoga Society.” I was determined not to let either one of them make me crazy. “How are you going to raise the rent money, Lib?”

Libby delicately laced her fingers together and created a hammock for her chin as she turned to me again. “Larry is a very generous soul who appreciates the nature of our spiritual quest. He suggested creating a calendar to raise the rent money. The volunteer firemen did one and made a fortune last year. They bought a new truck with their profits.”

“Photographs,” I said. “Of what?”

“Who,” Libby corrected. “Of our group members. We’re all posing.”

“Aha,” said Emma. “I knew there was a reason for the diet.”

Libby’s eyes blazed. “It’s not a diet! It’s a healthy lifestyle—”

“Exactly what kind of photographs are we talking about?” I asked.

Libby stopped glaring at Emma and took a cleansing breath. “We are the Erotic Yoga Society, after all. So naturally, the photos are supposed to be . . . well, natural.”

“You mean naked.”

Emma laughed. “I saw the fireman calendar. Those guys squirted their muscles with so much PAM they could barely hold on to their hoses.”

“Our calendar will be tasteful. And I’m the month of June. Maxine Peeples already grabbed July, which is right on the staple, damn her. It’s the month everybody will look at right away. The centerfold! Thing is, she’s got a twin. And they’re posing together.” A peeved frown appeared between Libby’s brows. “You’d think Maxine had invented twins—she’s getting so much attention. And she’s not nearly as attractive as she thinks she is. Her bottom looks like cottage cheese, which I presume is genetic, so together they’re going to look like—”

I had already completed the mental equation and began to shake my head. “I’m afraid not, Libby.”

“I haven’t even suggested anything yet!”

“We’re not posing for naked pictures with you,” Emma said. “No way, no how.”

“You object?” Libby demanded. “You, of all people, who rents your body out for sushi parties, not to mention your latest—”

“I only did the sushi thing once,” Emma snapped. “The caterer paid me three hundred dollars to lie on a table with raw fish all over me. What’s your beef?”

“You were stark naked then, too!”

“There was seaweed!”

“Libby,” I said. Their raised voices had begun to attract shushes from nearby tables. “The point is, Emma and I aren’t even members of the Erotic Yoga Society. And we’re not as—as photogenic as you are.”

“Of course you are! You just need to firm up a bit, and Emma needs a couple more pounds to round off her edges. Most men like to be able to hold on to a woman, not dodge lashes from her whip.”

“What does—”

Emma said, “We’re not posing for pictures.”

“Nora will, won’t you? I’ve already scheduled a preliminary session with the photographer Larry suggested.”

“Larry suggested a photographer?” Emma cried. “Are you nuts?”

“I’m told he’s very accomplished and artistic!”

“I work for Larry,” Emma snapped. “And his idea of artistic is changing the letters on the marquee.”

“Lib,” I said as calmly as I could manage, “I’m sorry. No matter who the photographer is, I just don’t see myself becoming Miss July.”

“June. Look, I know you’re reluctant to show your body. I can help! I’ll be your diet coach! It will be fun!”

“No,” I said.

“Dieting doesn’t have to be painful. Here, I’ve brought you a little present! See? It’s a notebook to write down everything you eat. Isn’t it pretty? Handmade by Navajo tribeswomen.”

She handed over a small notebook decorated with plastic beads. I looked at it suspiciously. “Is this something you picked up on your trip to the Grand Canyon a few years ago?”

“The point is, you keep track of your food for a few days and voilà! The pounds just slip away.”

“I don’t think that’s quite how it works, Lib.”

“I recommend the Cabbage Soup Diet,” she continued. “You eat nothing but cabbage soup. I’m told it’s miraculous. I’m not crazy about cabbage, so tomorrow I’m going to make a big pot of potato soup instead. Shall I make extra for you?”

I lost control. “Libby, I’m not posing naked!”

Heads turned. Disapproving looks were cast my way.

Libby pouted. “I thought spending time with the Mafia Prince might have loosened you up a bit. I thought he was revitalizing your sensual side.”

“Yeah,” said Emma. “Doesn’t the Love Machine make you take off your clothes while he opens the beer with his teeth?”

“I’m not seeing Michael anymore,” I said.

Both my sisters forgot about their differences and blinked at me. “What?”

“That relationship is over.”

My on-again, off-again romance with Michael Abruzzo had  escalated to the live-in stage over the holidays, but imploded. I was a single woman again.

“Oh, Nora, I wondered why you look so awful! What did he do? Was it disgusting?” Libby seized my hand. “Tell us everything!”

“It wasn’t—look, I don’t want to discuss this. It’s over, and that’s the way it is.”

“It’s about time, of course.” Libby patted me gently. “Despite a certain animal magnetism, Mr. Abruzzo was not right for you, Nora. I spent three terrifying days with him after that misunderstanding I had with the police, and I’ll never forget my brush with death while under his protection.”

“Brush with death?” Emma said. “You got a backstage pass to the ultimate testosterone festival, and you didn’t like it?”

Libby sniffed. “I believe Nora needs someone with more polish than That Man. Someone who can be taken out into polite society now and then.”

“A court-sealed criminal record would be a plus, too.” Emma stamped out her cigarette. “You serious this time, Nora? You gave Mick the boot?”

For some reason, my throat had begun to swell shut, so I reached for my glass of ice water, conscious that my sisters were watching me for signs of hysteria.

I was saved from further cross-examination when Libby’s cell phone chirped from the depths of her handbag. She rummaged through a jumble of nutrition bars before snatching out the phone.

“Hello?” she asked with a musical lilt. Then her expression hardened into the face of a woman with five children. “No, Lucy, you may not paint the living room carpet.”

While Libby conducted détente with her six-year-old daughter, the waiter came with Emma’s cheesecake, looking relieved to see she had extinguished her cigarette. Emma tapped her fork on the table, staring meaningfully at me until the waiter went away.

“Well?” she said, keeping her voice down so Libby couldn’t overhear.

“Well, what?”

“You hardly touched your lunch. You turned green at the slightest whiff of salad dressing. It’s official, isn’t it?”

“Emma—”

“Just because Mick’s out of the picture now doesn’t mean you weren’t doing it like bunnies all winter. You’re pregnant.”

The word simply spoken aloud made my heart seize. Around us, the fashion show froze. The luncheon lurched. It had taken three pink strips to convince me of the irrevocable truth, and even weeks later, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to speak the name of my condition. And now that Emma had said the word, I had no choice but to kill her.

I throttled back the tidal wave of terror. “Em, if you breathe a word to Libby, I swear I’ll—”

“What’s the matter?” Emma grinned, but obliged me by lowering her voice another notch. “Afraid she’ll give you daily pointers on how to have satisfying pregnant sex? Or is it her lecture on the orgasmic vaginal delivery that has you so worried?”

My current state of catastrophe was almost complete, but the thought of unleashing Libby’s full store of appalling gynecological information—each factoid less appetizing than the one before—nearly gave me a panic attack.

“I just can’t face telling her.” I abandoned my last iota of pride and begged, “Not yet, please. At this point, I can barely cope with the morning sickness.”

“Be glad it’s just nausea. When Libby gets pregnant, she turns into a nymphomaniac. Remember how exhausted Ralph looked the last time she was fully fertilized? Like he just staggered off a chain gang. That’s not one of your symptoms, is it? Perpetual hots? ’Cause that would be pretty funny, considering.”

“Your sympathy is heartwarming. Just let me tell Libby in my own time, will you? She’s going to go berserk. You see how excited she can get about making me diet?”

“Yeah, that’s nothing compared to how nuts she’ll go if there’s a vagina involved.” Emma grinned. “But at least she’ll be off my case.”

“You’re no help!”

“Maybe we can strike a deal. Been to the doctor yet?”

“Twice.”

“What does Mick say about the baby?”

I did not respond.

Emma put down her fork and sat back to assess me with a more serious look in her eye. Usually a party girl in search of  rowdy redneck love in the back of a pickup truck—she could walk past a Jiffy Lube and leave a dozen men drooling on the pavement—Emma didn’t often take charge. But when she did, it was with the air of a strike force commander. Hard-voiced, she said, “You’re keeping this a secret from Mick?”

“For the moment, yes. I have a few things to figure out before I—before he can know.”

Emma shook her head. “If I had to guess which one of the Blackbird sisters was going to totally screw up her life, you would have been my last choice.”

When our parents saw fit to leave the Bucks County family estate in my hands—probably because I had heretofore been seen as the sensible sister—the farm had come into my possession along with an unpaid tax bill for a heart-stopping two million dollars. Since Blackbird Farm was the last vestige of our once proud family legacy, I was determined to hang on to the place. But my job wasn’t going too well, and my affair with the son of a New Jersey crime boss had turned my social circle on its collective ear. And now this. To my own surprise, I wasn’t the sensible sister after all.

Considering the competition, that news bulletin was pretty upsetting.

Emma took a slug of coffee. “Seen today’s newspaper yet?”

“You mean there’s another disaster on my horizon?”

“Mick’s picture’s on the front page again—with his dad, Big Frankie. The story says the Abruzzo crime family are the last remaining gangsters in Jersey. Except for some rinky-dink crew that runs a garbage syndicate up near Paterson.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Mick’s back in the mob.”

I had understood that fact the first twelve times people told me that my sometimes lover had rejoined his family business. After several years of going straight, he had answered the call of the wild or succumbed to his instincts and gone back to a life I did not understand. And could not accept. Illegal gambling, some loan-sharking and a few other felonious activities involving stolen cars and chop shops had appealed to him more than making a life with me.

I cleared the lump in my throat. “In case I didn’t make it clear before, Michael and I are not together anymore, Emma. I  finally figured out that associating with a criminal isn’t the yellow brick road to happiness. And he seems to feel I don’t fit into his plans anymore, either, so it ended on a civil note, quite calmly.”

Emma looked at me as if I’d tried to take a trip to Pluto on a pogo stick. “So you’re not telling him about the kid?”

I folded my napkin.

“It’s either that or . . .” Emma sounded mystified, and then the other possibility finally hit her. “Holy shit! The kid isn’t Richard’s, is it? Nora, have you been doing the hokeypokey with the reporter, too?”

Libby was coming to the end of her phone call, and rather than explain the mess that was my life to both my sisters, I decided to escape while I could. I dropped my napkin on the table and stood up. Libby signaled that our conversation wasn’t over yet, but I decided to run while I could. I departed, winding my way through tables of Daffodil luncheoners.

The fashion show models milled around in the lobby of the country club, too busy checking each other for lipstick on their teeth to take notice of me. I overtipped the teenager at the coat check, grabbed my coat and headed across the tartan carpet. The club was very faux Scotland, with a mural of the Highlands painted along the hallway and dozens of tarnished golf trophies in a glass case. I rushed past as if pursued by a regiment of demonic bagpipers.

I paused in front of a mirror by the double doors to slip on my grandmother’s vintage swing coat, the perfect garment to hide my coming figure flaws. Before I buttoned up, however, I looked at my reflection and found myself involuntarily exploring the new topography of my body. I put my hand on my thickening waist. In the mirror I looked very different already. In just two and a half months, I’d lost weight in my face and gained incredibly round and tender vulnerabilities elsewhere. All my bras were tight, and I felt constantly hot and swollen with hormones. My stomach had a distinctly new silhouette that the clothes from my grandmother’s closet didn’t quite conceal anymore. And although I prided myself on remaining steady in a crisis, lately I’d become more temperamental than an alien monster worthy of Sigourney Weaver’s rage.

And within my now frequently uncontrollable body blipped  the heart of a human being who planned to spend the next twenty years relying on me—a woman with equal quantities of financial stability and common sense. Zilch in both categories.

The baby’s father? I hadn’t come to terms with that yet. I wasn’t ready to admit—even to myself—who had helped me mix the magic that resulted in the child I carried.

It was all a terrible mess.

So how come my mirrored reflection was smiling?

“If you’re hallucinating,” Emma said behind me, “do I get to slap you?”

She had come up quietly and was watching my face in the mirror. I quickly fastened my coat. “Don’t start anything you can’t finish.”

She followed me out the door into a cold blast of March wind. “Where are you going?”

“To work.”

“Let me drive you.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Yet,” said Emma.

“Take a hike!” I snapped.

Emma laughed. “By God, I thought you never lost your cool. Come on. You need a ride, don’t you? I’ll drive.”

We were on the sidewalk by then, and the March wind whipped my hair across my face. I pushed it aside with irritation. “Don’t you have to punch the time clock somewhere?”

“Not for hours. Are you okay?” She squinted at me. “Health-wise, I mean.”

“Emma—”

“Because the last time, remember,” she said, “you had a miscarriage.”

Years ago, when my marriage to Todd had been at its worst, I’d gotten pregnant, but lost the baby within a matter of weeks. Except for my sisters, I hadn’t told a soul, not even my mother or my friends or Todd, who couldn’t think of anything at that time but cocaine. Bringing a child into the maelstrom of Todd’s drug addiction would have made a bad situation even more terrible. I’d been almost relieved when the pregnancy ended. I wrestled with my own grief and guilt at the time, but coping with Todd had soon overshadowed everything else. Only in the last year or so had I started to feel something for that lost baby.

Emma read my face. “You don’t look well. Is the morning sickness really bad? Or is there something worse going on?”

“I’m fine.”

Emma caught my arm. “Tell me the truth.”

It felt oddly good to have someone else in the loop. Someone I didn’t have to lie to. “I’m supposed to be careful,” I amended. She didn’t need to know the rest. My doctor had cautioned me, however, and repeating her warnings aloud somehow felt like making a miscarriage more likely.

But Emma guessed, her smirk long gone. Her grip on my arm eased. “C’mon,” she said. “I’ll drive you.”

“What about Libby?”

“She’ll be busy for a while.” Emma hooked her arm through mine and pulled. “I left her my cheesecake.”

I liked to think I didn’t need help anymore. That I was an adult who’d been through my share of trouble and survived. But Emma’s pull felt reassuring. I let her drag me across the slushy parking lot.

“I should call Rawlins,” I said. “He’s supposed to pick me up.”

“What, you’ve hired our nephew during his spring break?”

“Why not? I need a driver, and it keeps him out of trouble.”

“Where’s Reed?”

I had an annoying tendency to faint, which nixed a driver’s license, so a driver was the only way to keep my job. Fortunately, my original employment agreement has provided the services of a part-time chauffeur at the expense of the newspaper. “Reed’s in London,” I said. “Semester abroad. Rawlins has been filling in.”

Emma pulled her cell phone from her pocket. “I’ll call him. He’ll probably be glad to have an afternoon off. Where are we headed?”

“The Fitch estate. I’m meeting Delilah Fairweather there.”

I allowed my little sister to boost me into her pickup—a rattletrap vehicle better suited to farm animals than my Ferragamos, but today its blasting heater felt good on my toes. With Emma multitasking behind the wheel, she spoke with our nephew as we hurtled out of the parking lot and hit the road.

“So I’m taking over,” she said into her cell phone. “You can be a juvenile delinquent this afternoon.”

I heard Rawlins laughing when she terminated the call.

“Don’t you have to go to work?” I asked, hoping she might break down and tell me about her new job.

“Later,” she said. “Much later.”

Since our parents’ hasty departure, Emma had turned her skills and lifelong fondness for lost causes into a sometimes successful career training show jumpers for the Grand Prix circuit. For several years she had lived frugally but well enough on the meager income she earned from work she loved, so I was suspicious about her new employment.

I said, “You’re keeping secrets. And if Libby’s upset, it must be something very tacky.”

Emma shot me a wry glance. “Don’t worry about me, Sis.”

“When are you going to tell me about your job?”

“You’re pregnant now,” she said. “The news might be harmful.”

“It’s that bad, huh?”

“Not bad,” she said. “Just . . . different.”




End of sample
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