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CHAPTER ONE

 


"What do you mean the chicken is still
alive?”

Claire Willoughby gaped at her producer
in stark-staring terror, her mind racing with all the ramiﬁcations
the live chicken brought with it. And there were plenty.

“It can’t still be alive,” she said. “I
have to cook it on camera in thirty minutes. How’s it going to go
from cage to frying pan, unless we...”

The rest of that statement didn’t even
bear thinking about, let alone speaking aloud. Especially not by a
woman wearing beige Ann Taylor separates and ivory Bandolino
pumps.

“Sorry, Claire, but there must have
been a mix-up in the directions,” her producer, Nina Ritchie,
replied without a hint of apology as she lit a new cigarette with
the still-burning butt of her last one.

The set for the show was supposed to be
smoke-free, but the last time Claire had reminded Nina of that,
Nina had set ﬁre to a trash can in the women’s room in what she
swore was an accident that occurred while she was trying to put out
the offending cigarette. So Claire didn’t mention her producer’s
cigarette now. She didn’t want to put the good people of the
Nashville Fire Department through all that trouble
again.

“For some reason,” the tall, too-slim
redhead continued, “they delivered a live chicken instead of a
broiler-fryer.” She stubbed out the butt on her clipboard, one
marked by a variety of small black burn spots, and ﬂicked it away
heedlessly—beaning her production assistant in the side of the head
in the process. Then she inhaled deeply on the new cigarette, until
its tip glowed bright orange. Everything about Nina was orangey
today, from her hair to her Nehru jacket and sultan’s trousers, to
her amber beads and earrings, to her copper sandals. “And we’re
nowhere near a grocery store,” she added, “so we don’t have time to
send someone out for another one. We either have to kill the
chicken or kill the segment.”

Oh, easy for her to say, Claire
thought. Nina’s last job had been as an assistant producer for one
of those trash-talk day- time TV shows where things like Satanism
and alien paternity and family ﬁstﬁghts had been daily staples. A
chicken execution would be nothing to her.

Claire tucked a stray strand of pale
blond hair back into the otherwise ﬂawless chignon ﬁxed at her nape
as she pondered her dilemma. Aunt Halouise’s “Red, White, and True
Fried Chicken” was the centerpiece of their “Fourth of July Picnic
Cookout” feature, and the “Fourth of July Picnic Cookout” feature
was the centerpiece of today’s show. And the irony was that the
theme of Claire’s nationally syndicated—and live—TV show, Simple
Pleasures, like the theme of Claire’s nationally distributed
magazine, also called Simple Pleasures, was “Back to Basics.” That
was, in fact, pretty much the mission statement of her entire
lifestyle business—to promote a return to the simpler ways of
simpler times. Ways and times that had included, for example,
raising livestock for the purpose of holiday cuisine.

Not that Claire thought the entire
country should return to farming and animal husbandry as a way of
life. But everyone at Simple Pleasures, Inc. was a big proponent of
self- sustenance. They had to be if they wanted to remain employed.
Still, Claire herself had always preferred to focus more on the
gardening and sewing and baking sort of self- sustenance than she
had the butchering-of-small-animals sort of self-sustenance. After
all, there were some simple practices that weren’t especially
pleasurable. And those were the ones best glossed over and not
featured on national daytime television. Especially during the
summer, when children were out of school and very likely to be
plastered to the family TV.

“No, wait, this could work,” Ginny
Lymon, Nina’s recently beaned assistant, chimed in as she rubbed
the side of her forehead. Claire wondered if she should tell the
young woman that she’d missed a smudge of cigarette ash near her
eye. Then again, Ginny wore so much liner and such dark shadow that
an extra smudge of ash was negligible. And considering the fact
that she dyed her hair jet-black, wore jet-black nail polish and
lipstick, and dressed from head to toe in—surprise!—jet black,
she’d probably welcome the added darkness. “If we cut the banjo
bit,” Ginny went on, “and push Dorcas Marcum’s peony piece back
’til Monday, we could expand the chicken segment.”

Claire eyed the production assistant
with horror, worried that she and Ginny were on the same
wavelength. Very cautiously, she asked, “And by ‘expanding the
chicken segment,’ you would mean...?”

Ginny shrugged. “We could kill and
pluck it as part of the show.”

Claire closed her eyes and willed
herself not to pass out. Yep. She and Ginny were on the same
wavelength, all right. But not one of those wavelengths that lapped
lovingly at a tranquil beach in a soft, reafﬁrming way. No, this
particular wavelength was more of a raging tsunami that threatened
to wipe out all of Osaka.

“And after we’ve dealt with the
thousands of letters and e-mails we receive from the ASPCA, PETA,
and our animal-loving viewers,” Claire said, “we can pack up the
set, because the network will have canceled Simple Pleasures. Of
course, that will be nothing compared to the angry, torch-bearing
mob waiting for us outside the studio, something that will
necessitate our running for our lives under cover of
darkness.”

“Oh, hell, Claire,” Ginny said
indignantly, her Southern twang more pronounced than usual, because
of her irritation, “people who eat chicken know they’re eatin’ a
dead animal. We’ll just be showin’ ’em how it got that
way.”

“Oh no, people don’t know that,” Claire
countered vehemently. “All they know is that it’s something edible,
and quite possibly already marinated, and conveniently wrapped in
plastic. People have a wonderful denial mechanism when it comes to
the consumption of food. I mean, I know our mantra here at Simple
Pleasures is ‘Back to Basics,’ ” she added, “but, Ginny, when it
comes to eviscerating small animals and cutting them up into little
pieces, I don’t think the average consumer wants to get any more
basic than the meat case at Winn-Dixie.”

“But—”

“Besides,” Claire interjected, “who
would kill and clean the chicken on-air? Assuming we could get away
with it, I mean, which I sincerely doubt we can, because I’m
reasonably certain that the FCC has a rule against the slaughter of
innocent animals on television, even if they are going to be lunch.
I’m certainly not going to be the one to do it.”

“I’d do it,” Ginny said
matter-of-factly. “I did it all the time back in Alabama. We did
raise chickens on our farm, you know. For eatin’,” she said
pointedly.

And why did she make it sound as if she
were going to follow up her chicken manifesto with a rousing
rendition of “The Circle of Life”? Claire wondered. Not that she
had any objection to the ingestion of meat. Au contraire. She was
extremely fond of chicken Kiev in particular. But she was like the
majority of the rest of the world in not wanting to actually see
the chicken until it was fully Kieved. Because the only good
chicken, as far as she was concerned, was a breaded one.

“We cannot kill a chicken on
television,” she said emphatically. Both Ginny and Nina opened
their mouths to object, but Claire cut them off with a very
decisive, “Nuh-uh. We’ll just... We’ll just... Hmmm...”

She tapped her foot anxiously as she
thought for a moment. And after a moment, inspiration struck.
“We’ll expand the banjo and peony segments a few minutes each,” she
said. “Hey, everybody likes banjo music, right?”

“We-ell,” Nina said, “I don’t know
about that…”

“Fine,” Claire conceded. “Most people
like banjo—” She halted when Nina rolled her eyes heavenward. “Lots
of people like ban—” But again, she stopped when Nina began to rock
lightly back and forth on her heels. “Some people like banjo
music,” she ﬁnally ﬁnished deﬁantly, “and it’s as American as the
Fourth of July, so it will ﬁt in just ﬁne with the rest of the
show. And Dorcas can do both her red and white peonies,” Claire
continued, knowing their ﬂower expert would be so thrilled, “and
maybe she can throw in something blue, too.”

“We still need something for the picnic
cookout,” Ginny reminded her. “And there’s nothing more American
than fried chicken.” She sounded as if she were actually
disappointed about not being able to wring a chicken’s neck on live
TV.

Scary, Claire thought.

Then, “Cheeseburgers are American,” she
said in a ﬁt of inspiration. “They were invented here in the South,
too, in Kentucky. It’ll be perfect.”

“Except that we don’t have any ground
beef,” Nina pointed out. “And no time to send someone out to buy
any. And we don’t have a cow, either,” she added with even more
disappointment, as if she wouldn’t mind seeing that butchered and
ground up on live TV, too, because the slaughter of something warm
and fuzzy with big brown eyes and long, long lashes would really
spike the ratings.

“But Dorcas has some of those veggie
burgers in the freezer in her dressing room,” Claire countered,
remembering the vegetarian practices of their ﬂower expert, even
though Claire always wondered how plant lovers could justify being
vegetarians when it seemed that they would, by deﬁnition, be eating
their best friends.

“Veggie burgers?” Ginny fairly spat.
“Oh, now that’s un-American.”

“Well, we won’t have to tell anyone
they’re veggie burgers,” Claire said. “They look like ground beef.
We’ll just skip the prep that we would have done for the chicken
and throw some spices onto the veggie burgers. Add a little ketchup
and mayo after they’re cooked, and nobody will know the difference.
Look, where’s Olive? She’ll know what to do.”

As if conjured by the question, Olive
Tully, Claire’s assistant and best friend in the whole, wide world,
appeared at her side. Although with her short, brown hair, and
whiskey- colored eyes framed by tiny, tortoiseshell glasses, and
dressed in a brown linen jumper and sandals, she looked more like a
pecan than an olive. Claire had known her since they had been
thrown together as roommates at Vanderbilt thirteen years before
and couldn’t imagine how she would get along without
her.

Back then, Claire had been embarking on
a major in English, and Olive had been embarking on a major in
self-discovery—meaning she had yet to declare a major and was only
going to college because her mother had insisted, even though what
she had really wanted was to marry and start a family right away,
something that had been hindered by the fact that Olive had never
been on a date in her entire life. But the two friends had clicked
immediately, because Claire loved old things and Olive was
old-fashioned.

Simple Pleasures, Inc. wouldn’t,
couldn’t, exist without both women, but, really, Olive was the true
driving force behind the company. It had been her idea originally,
and she was the one who was knowledgeable about lifestyle trends
and simple practices and all the things that made family life so
familial and livable. Never mind that Olive had never had much of a
family beyond her invalid—and now deceased—mother. Claire, who’d
grown up in a state-sponsored group home, after all, had never had
any family, either.

But because Olive Tully wasn’t much of
a people person— in fact, she was terriﬁed of most people—she had
balked, vehemently, at being in the foreground of the business.
There were times when Claire suspected she wasn’t all that crazy
about being in the background of the business, either. Once it
became apparent that the idea of Simple Pleasures might potentially
become a reality, Olive had insisted that Claire should be the one
everybody saw as the face of the business. Even when the business
started to become a success, Olive had been adamant in her refusal
to publicly accept any credit for it.

In fact, Olive’s desire to remain
anonymous was so strong that there were very few people even inside
the company who knew she was, for all intents and purposes, the one
really in charge. Even though the two women were equal partners in
the business, Olive’s name—and her person, for that matter—was
omitted from any materials the company made public. Claire’s name
and likeness even appeared on the books that Olive really wrote,
though the copyrights were owned by the company.

Claire had balked at the arrangement at
ﬁrst, thinking Olive’s obsession with privacy was a tad extreme,
but Olive had insisted. So even though, to the outside world,
Claire Willoughby was Simple Pleasures, Inc., Claire knew she was
actually little more than window dressing for the business. Truth
be told, she was so organizationally challenged, she couldn’t
arrange her own underwear drawer, let alone tell people how to
arrange their lives. But if Olive wanted to keep a low proﬁle and
content herself being the idea woman, Claire was willing to
accommodate her by being the one who executed those ideas for their
viewers and readers. Having never had the opportunity to be the
center of attention in her own life, Claire certainly wasn’t going
to shy away from it now.



And the unconventional arrangement had
worked very well, because in barely ten years’ time, the two women
had built the business up from a
too-many-margaritas-after-homecoming idea into a
multimillion-dollar corporation that included, in addition to the
television show and magazine, a limited chain of boutiques that
sold “Simple Pleasures” housewares and linens, and entertainment
and gardening supplies. In a few months, they’d be launching a new
line of wedding essentials. And they’d just recently begun planning
for a line of newborn and nursery accessories, not to mention a
line for children. The business was ﬂourishing at a rate they never
could have imagined when they were in college.

So the last thing Claire needed now was
to be linked with a chicken beheading. Bad lifestyle practices
equaled bad press for a lifestyle expert. Even one whose expertise
was channeled through her best friend/assistant. And bad press
about a bad lifestyle could take down their entire business faster
than Ginny Lymon could wring a chicken’s neck.

“What’s going on?” Olive asked as she
joined the group. Nina enjoyed another long drag on her cigarette,
and said with no small amount of petulance, “Claire won’t kill a
chicken on her show.”

Olive’s eyes widened behind the frames
of her glasses, until they were nearly as big as the frames of her
glasses. “Well, I should certainly hope not. We don’t need the
health department here.” She eyed Nina’s cigarette meaningfully.
“They might trip over the ﬁre department.”

Nina shot Olive a nasty glare. “Oh,
does my smoking bother you? I’ll just go into your ofﬁce and put it
out, why don’t I?”

Now Olive narrowed her eyes behind her
glasses. But she said nothing further, which surprised Claire not
at all. Olive had, of course, been born with a backbone, but she
didn’t exercise it very often. As a result, she usually didn’t get
her way. Not that she seemed to mind. Or, if she did, she never
showed it.

“Why would you even suggest that Claire
murder a chicken on her show?” Olive asked the producer.

Quickly, the three women explained what
was going on, then Olive nodded and pulled out her own ubiquitous
clip-board and began riﬂing through the pages clipped
there.

“It won’t be a problem,” she said.
“We’ll do the cheeseburgers, as Claire suggested, but we won’t have
to expand the peony or banjo segments.”

“Oh, thank God,” Nina said with much
relief.

“I have a standby in the green room, a
Betsy Ross reenactor I found out about just yesterday.”

“You’re kidding,” Nina said, shaking
her head. “Some woman actually goes around pretending to be Betsy
Ross? That’s the most pathetic thing I’ve ever heard. She needs to
get a life.”

“And I was trying to see if we could
ﬁnd room for her on today’s show anyway,” Olive continued,
pretending the producer hadn’t spoken. “This is
serendipity.”

“That’s one word for it,” Nina
muttered. “Another would be—”

“And if we still have extra time,”
Olive interjected discreetly—Yeah, work that backbone, Olive—“we
can add some banter.”

“Banter?” Nina asked
dubiously.

“Banter,” Olive stated more
decisively.

Whoa, you go, girlfriend, Claire
thought. She wasn’t sure what had gotten into her friend today, but
Olive was acting like a wild woman.

“And just who is going to provide this
banter?” Nina asked. “Simple Pleasures is pretty much a one-woman
show. You want Claire should talk to herself? Or, wait, I know,”
she added in an evil voice, “why don’t we put you on camera,
Olive?”

Oh, now that was a low blow, Claire
thought. Even though very few people at Simple Pleasures knew Olive
was the driving force behind the business, everybody knew she
suffered from profound stage fright. And, actually, stage fright
was a pretty tame designation for what Olive had. Mind-numbing,
mouth-frothing terror of public speaking was a more appropriate
term. Claire was reasonably certain that Olive Tully held the
world’s record for walking-naked-in-public dreams.

And, sure enough, when Claire looked
over at Olive, it was to see that her friend had gone pale at the
mere suggestion of going on camera. “No,” she said, “that won’t be
necessary. I was thinking Claire could talk American history with
Betsy Ross or something.”

“That’s enough, Nina,” Claire told her
producer coolly, shouldering the prima donna mantle she only wore
for occasions such as this one. “The show airs in less than thirty
minutes, and I think we all have better things to do than bicker.
Olive has things under control, as usual,” she said resolutely. “So
we can all go back to doing our jobs now.”

Properly chastened—which meant she was
sneering like a rabid Chihuahua—Nina enjoyed another long toke,
expelling a stream of white smoke into Ginny’s ear. “Twenty-one
minutes,” she said, correcting Claire’s timing. “Better hop to
it.”

And having had the last word, as she
always insisted, the producer spun on her heel and made her way
toward her ofﬁce. And all Claire could do was keep a watchful eye
on the other woman’s cigarette and hope Nina didn’t make any stops
along the way.

 


Surprisingly, the show went off without
a hitch. Well, except for that one brief disturbance backstage that
had sounded like a chicken squawking in fatal anguish, something
that had made Claire ﬂub a line and say, “chicken lynch” instead of
“picnic bench.” But she managed to recover—sort of—by telling a
long-winded story about a local guano business she had recently
read about, which, on second thought maybe wasn’t such a good
recovery after all, since it featured, well, guano. Still, at least
it hadn’t been a chicken decapitation, which—just a shot in the
dark—probably would have been inﬁnitely more offensive to her
viewers.

In fact, just to make sure Ginny Lymon
didn’t execute the chicken out of spite or a desire for chicken
salad, Claire brought the chicken and its cage into her dressing
room for safekeeping. And she also named it Francesca. She had no
idea why. Certainly the chicken didn’t look like a Francesca. But
it didn’t look like Ginny Lymon’s dinner entree, either. Still, by
midafternoon, Claire had no idea what to do with the now homeless
fowl.

She spent the rest of the day answering
fan mail. Simple Pleasures received hundreds, sometimes thousands,
of letters and e-mails each month, and the majority of them were
answered by someone on Claire’s staff. Some of those letters,
however, were so charming that they were passed on to Claire for a
personal response. There were even a handful of correspondents whom
she had almost begun to think of as acquaintances, so frequent and
sweet and revealing were their letters.

She smiled now as she read just such a
letter from just such a viewer, a woman who always signed her
letters, “Love, Eleanor, your #1 fan,” along with a little
hand-doodled heart. This one was dated nearly two weeks earlier,
however, and Claire felt a pang of guilt that she had let Eleanor
go so long without a reply. Really, she was going to have to learn
to better organize her time. Maybe she should hire a lifestyle
consultant…

Ah, well. Back to the fan mail, which
Claire found inﬁnitely more manageable than the mundane chore of
life management. Eleanor Sage had begun writing nearly three years
earlier, the week Simple Pleasures had premiered in only a handful
of television markets. At ﬁrst, the young woman’s letters had
simply proclaimed her love for the program. But eventually, they
had begun to contain snippets of Eleanor’s personal life, too. Most
recently, those snippets had included anecdotes about the birth and
ensuing adventures of Eleanor’s daughter, now thirteen months old,
whom Eleanor had named Anabel Claire Sage, after her deceased
grandmother and her favorite celebrity.

When Claire had read Eleanor’s letter
about naming her daughter after her, she had been both deeply
touched and slightly appalled. Naturally, she was ﬂattered, but the
thought that a television personality would hold a higher place in
the woman’s life than her family or her friends was just a triﬂe
unnerving, even though Claire told herself it wasn’t unusual for
people to name their children after ﬁgures in popular culture.
Nevertheless, Eleanor was a cheerful correspondent, and she never
overstepped the bounds of propriety. She simply appeared to have
adopted Claire’s show and magazine, and even Claire herself, as a
favorite pastime.

In today’s letter, Eleanor had, as she
frequently did, enclosed a photo of Anabel, a product of the Sears
Portrait Studio that depicted a chubby, blue-eyed little munchkin
dressed in a red gingham sunsuit, a matching ﬂoppy hat perched atop
her pale blond curls. She had two more teeth than she’d had in her
last professional photo—Claire had tacked it to the bulletin board
over her computer—and was wearing tiny white sandals, because,
according to Eleanor’s letter, the little girl was now
mobile.

“Oh, Claire, there you are,” Olive said
as she pushed open the door to Claire’s dressing room. “I was
afraid you’d gone home for the day, and we have a few things to go
over for tomorrow’s show before you leave.”

Which made sense, because the two women
lived in different parts of town. Olive’s house was a quaint little
cottage in Green Hills, even though, at this point, she could
afford a sweeping estate home in one of the area’s pricier
neighbor- hoods. Claire’s house, on the other hand was a sweeping e
tate home in one of the area’s pricier neighborhoods, an old
mansion in Belmont she had purchased a few years ago for half its
value because it had been such a wreck. And also because Olive had
thought an ensuing renovation of the place could contribute to a
full season of Simple Pleasures. All of the renovating and
decorating ideas had been Olive’s, but Claire had been the one to
carry out the grunt work on camera. Not live, though, since a lot
of that grunt work had consisted of unintentionally wrecking so
many of Olive’s good ideas, because Claire was lousy at things like
renovation. Nevertheless, once the house was ﬁnished, Claire had
been so delighted by the results—and dammit, she’d worked so hard
to achieve them—that she’d decided to buy the place from Simple
Pleasures, Inc. and call it home.

“Oh, can’t it wait?” she asked now.
“I’m exhausted. I just want to go home and take a bath and put on
my pajamas and make some microwave popcorn and watch
TV.”

Olive smiled indulgently. “Wouldn’t you
rather go home and stencil a border around the perimeter of the
kitchen that you made out of a grocery sack? Or whip up a hearty
stew from scratch? Or make soap from fennel?”

“Which, no doubt, is what you have
planned for the evening,” Claire said.

“Of course,” her friend told her. “And
if you ever want to adopt the lifestyle doyenne lifestyle
yourself…”

Yeah, yeah, yeah, Claire thought.
Honestly. Sometimes Olive really did take this Simple Pleasures
stuff way too seriously. Like their viewers actually believed
Claire lived what she preached, anyway. C’mon. Olive way
underestimated the entertainment quotient for the show.

Nobody, Claire was sure, really went
out after Simple Pleasures ended to light ﬁres in their hearths and
chop celery for homemade soup and weave trivets out of corn husks.
They just liked to think someone else somewhere was doing that,
because it seemed so civilized and organized and fantasized. But it
would break Olive’s heart for Claire to tell her that. Olive
thought the twenty-ﬁrst-century way of life was much too harsh, and
she harbored a deep desire to have been born two centuries ago.
Before sliced bread. Before moving pictures. Before computer
solitaire. Before facials. Go ﬁgure.

“You know I’m not suited to those
things,” Claire said. “You know I don’t have the knack for it that
you do. You’re the one who’s into simple pleasures, Olive. You like
all that old-fashioned stuff.”

“Maybe I’m the old-fashioned one,”
Olive conceded, “butyou’re the one who faces the contemporary
public, the one everybody associates with Simple Pleasures. You
really should at least try to live what you teach, Claire.
Otherwise, everyone will think you’re a big hypocrite.”

“I am a big hypocrite,” Claire reminded
her friend. “You’re the lifestyle expert. I’m just window dressing.
But it’s for the good of the business, so it’s okay.”

And it didn’t bother Claire a bit to
realize or admit that. Provided, of course, the general public
didn’t ﬁnd out about the arrangement and get ticked off for
feeling, oh, misled. Olive was the lifestyle expert. All Claire did
was be charming on camera and in interviews, discussing her
friend’s ideas. And, you know, misleading the general public by
letting them think she was the one who did all the research and
came up with all the great ideas.

Details, details. Sheesh.

“You’re a lot more than window
dressing, and you know it,” Olive corrected her. “The show is so
popular because of you. The press and our viewers and readers can’t
get enough of you. We’re both responsible for the success and
achievements of Simple Pleasures,” she added emphatically. “And
together, we’re making Claire Willoughby the country’s foremost
lifestyle expert. But if your viewers and readers ﬁnd out you don’t
really live the way you give the impression of living on TV,
Claire, it could jeopardize the business. The tabloids would have a
ﬁeld day if they found out.”

“Hmpf,” Claire said eloquently in
response. “I think you’re overreacting.”

“Hmpf,” Olive replied in equally
eloquent response. “People can be pretty bad-tempered when the
world doesn’t work the way they think it’s supposed to work. Mark
my words.”

“Words marked,” Claire replied
dutifully.

But then she forgot all about them.
Part of her, though, knew Olive was at least partly right. The more
successful Simple Pleasures, Inc. had become, the bigger target
Claire had become for the tabloids. So far, she’d avoided having
anything much appear in print about her beyond the suggestion that
she might, maybe, possibly, perhaps have given birth to Elvis’s
alien love child, but a call to the tabloid in question from her
attorney had led to an immediate retraction. Claire didn’t even
know Elvis was an alien, nor had she spent any time with the
man.

Olive must have noticed the photo of
Anabel Sage Claire was holding then, because she suddenly cried,
“Oh, is that a new picture of Anabel?” and plucked the photo out of
Claire’s hand. “Isn’t she sweet?” she cooed further. “Look at that
smile. Boy, I wouldn’t mind having one or two of those of my own
someday.”

“Only one or two?” Claire
teased.

Olive had said since college that she
wanted to have a whole houseful of kids because she’d come from
such a small family. But stage fright and mind-numbing, mouth-
frothing terror of public speaking weren’t her only fears. Olive
Tully was scared to death of a host of things, not the least of
which was the opposite sex, something Claire couldn’t help thinking
was bound to hinder her quest for that houseful of children. But
the opposite sex—and its necessity for things like, oh,
procreating—was something Claire had learned long ago not to
mention around Olive, because it always made her look so
sad.
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