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“So you see, Miss Freedman, my father’s not interested in a romantic entanglement. He’s still devoted to my mother’s memory. She was the one Great Love of his life.”

The melodramatic tones of the teen coaxed a smile to the lips of the twenty-six-year-old interior designer. It hovered and died before it completely lifted the corners of her mouth. This whole episode held an undertone of sadness.

A booth at Mike’s Midtown Burgers during the noon rush hour just didn’t seem the right setting for this young lady’s theatrical utterances. Jane Freedman studied her young companion a moment and then carefully looked away.

The background looked real enough. Chattering people filled each of the round tables. More sat tucked away in the booths lining the room. Waitresses wove between the tables balancing trays of hamburgers and French fries, chicken strips, onion rings, and soda in tall paper cups with straws bobbing between the ice cubes. The unmistakable odor of deep-fry wafted through the air. Rock music pulsed an accompaniment to the clatter of dishes and jingle of change at the register.

Jane shook herself hoping she’d wake up from some inexplicable dream. Her short mass of dark brown curls shivered and settled back down into a disheveled cap. Closing her eyes for a moment to shut out the scene around her, she fervently wished she had declined the unusual invitation to lunch. Opening her eyes and shifting her attention to her companion, she sighed. The serious face of thirteen-year-old Amy Boskell convinced her of the reality in this bizarre situation. Jane wasn’t quite sure whether to laugh at the girl’s presumption or cry for her.

Amy straightened her petite form. “And,” she continued, “my mother’s twin sister takes care of nurturing the family, so we don’t need another mother. We are all quite content as we are.”

The young lady speaking seemed perfectly confident in her words. The only hint of nervousness was her inability to meet the older woman’s eyes.

She’s short, thought Jane absurdly. One mustn’t laugh at short people or people who are making fools of themselves. It isn’t kind.

The preposterous stray thought reestablished Jane’s sense of balance. It put distance between her and the girl. This was only an extraordinary incident, nonintrusive upon her stable life. She could watch the scene almost as if it were a play, a poorly written play. At least, she could try. She wasn’t going to be called upon to do anything. Over the years, God had given her peace when there was none. Surely He wouldn’t use this child to destroy her peace. She still had the option to walk away.

Jane’s honey-colored silk suit had a spattering of crumbs across the front. She carefully took her paper napkin and brushed them away. She’d be returning to work soon, and a specialized interior designer had an image to upkeep. Bits and pieces of your lunch did not count as fashionable accessories.

“I think perhaps you misunderstand the nature of your father’s interest in me,” Jane began cautiously. “We have had two business dinners. Three clients were present, and we discussed the next steps in the renovation of the Baker estate.”

“My father’s a very warm and friendly man, Miss Freedman,” said Amy earnestly. “I don’t want you to misinterpret his intentions. I don’t want you to get hurt. He would never take another wife, unless maybe my aunt Kate could be persuaded to marry him.”

Where did this child get such outrageous notions and the gall to act upon them? Jane shook her head slowly from side to side in amazement. Never had she encountered such a situation, and she wasn’t quite sure how to deal with this cool teenager.

Amy Boskell sat across the orange Formica and chrome table sipping the straw of her soda. Amy portrayed haphazard brand-name insensibility. Her jeans and tight-fitting knit shirt looked exactly like the outfits on four other girls in the burger shop. Red hair parted precisely in the middle hung down to the jawbone framing the pixie face. Serious green eyes looked out through the wire-framed glasses. Amy took one finger and pushed the bridge of the glasses up on her nose.

Jane dragged her mind back to the moment at hand. Hadn’t she read in some article a viewpoint deploring the next generation maturing far too rapidly? She’d only skimmed the article in a waiting room. After all, she wasn’t prescient and hadn’t known she’d be cornered by an adolescent within weeks.

The maturation of any child wasn’t likely to be one of Jane’s areas of concern. The youngest of her siblings, she’d never baby-sat. Early in her miserable childhood, she determined to stay out of the family scene forever. Families weren’t worth the trouble.

Given her lack of experience with any children and her determined disinterest, it was not surprising that this child/woman had caught her off guard. Trying to grasp some handle on this situation, she cast around for an identifying trait of this teen-ager. It worked in dealing with clients. Greg Boskell’s daughter had an extensive vocabulary and a lot of self-confidence for her age. Did that help? No.

Well, it really wasn’t any of her business. She’d accepted the invitation to lunch out of curiosity. Now that she knew what was on the girl’s mind, she could only do her best to reassure her and leave it at that.

Reassure her. Now that was odd. Why had that phrase popped up in her mind?

Surely this self-possessed young lady doesn’t need an outsider like me to reassure her about anything. Why do I have this nagging feeling that this girl is crying out for help? Absurd. Jane firmly repeated to herself, This is none of my business.

“We go on quite famously,” Amy continued, and Jane thought, That sounds like a line from an old movie, or a book.

“My aunt doesn’t live with us, of course, but she works from our home, so she’s there when we go off to school and when we come home. When my father comes home, she leaves. She lives with my Grandmother and Grandfather Standish.”

Grandmother, Grandfather, not Grandma and Grandpa. What’s with this kid?

Jane sipped her iced tea and made no comment.

“Dad enjoys her company, of course. Kate’s company.” Amy added by way of explanation and dipped a French fry into catsup. “She doesn’t like us to call her Aunt Kate. We’re friends as well as relatives. Of course, Dad enjoys Grandmother’s company as well.”

Of course, thought Jane. “As well” must be her phrase of the week.

“They sometimes go out for dinner. Kate and Dad, not Grandmother. To talk, you know. They’re very attracted to each other, but Mother’s like a ghost between them.” Amy sighed dramatically. Jane fought the urge to roll her eyes.

This really is bizarre. Jane checked her watch, hoping time had leapt somehow and she could legitimately claim she had to rush off to some meeting, any meeting.

Amy waved another French fry dripping with catsup and continued, “Of course, Dad hasn’t had any sex since Mother died, and—”

Jane choked on her tea and felt her mask of indifference slip as her eyes widened.

“Wait a minute, Amy,” Jane objected. “I hardly think that your father’s personal life is a suitable topic of conversation between us.”

“Oh, you must realize that teenagers of today understand a lot more about sex than any previous generation.”

The child blinked cool, sophisticated eyes. Jane swallowed the nerve-induced lump in her throat. She’s probably enjoying my discomfort, thought Jane. She hardened her face into another mask before she turned her attention back to the girl’s words.

“I only wanted you to know that even though my father may be physically lonely, his spiritual and emotional needs are well met.”

“Sorry, Amy, but this conversation is making me extremely uncomfortable. I enjoyed the lunch, but I must get back to the office.” How dare this kid speak so . . .  The word wouldn’t come to her mind, and Jane felt frustration bubbling in her chest. Children should not be allowed out like this. “Don’t you have school today?” she snapped.

“No, today is a teachers’ workday. And the little children are with Grandmother Standish.”

“Little children?”

“My little brothers and sister.”

“Oh.” Jane struggled with what to say. “I don’t know how many children are in your family.”

Amy smiled and for the first time looked directly at her lunch partner.

Man, does this daddy have his work cut out for him, thought Jane. Why does Amy Boskell look so pleased with herself? Has she accomplished whatever her purpose was for this lunch? Well, if there is another invitation, I’ll arrange to be busy. She signaled for the waitress to bring the tab.

“This is my treat,” said Amy firmly. “It was my invitation.”

Jane looked the girl over once again. How had such odd and fragmentary adult attitudes been trapped in this small body? If anything, Amy Boskell looked immature for her age. Thin, with an exaggerated straight posture, her shoulders just cleared the booth’s table. Her conversation belied the little girl appearance. The way she spoke, the ideas she expressed, were precocious, not infantile.

“Would you like me to cover the tip, then?” offered Jane.

A flash of uncertainty crossed the elfin face, but with a shake of her head it was gone.

“No. Thank you for coming.” Her plastic smile and determined eyes held no warmth. “It was a pleasure to chat with you.”

Jane said her thanks for the lunch and good-bye and beat a hasty retreat. This small being who passed for an adolescent made her nervous.

She stepped outside into the cool air of Colorado’s November and hailed a cab. She might not be the brightest woman in the world, but she was smart enough to get out of the water when she couldn’t swim.

Jane Freedman jumped into the cab and gave the address of her temporary office. She couldn’t get away from Mike’s Midtown Burgers fast enough.

Well, curiosity killed the cat, she thought. Now maybe I’ll curb my curiosity next time I’m tempted.

The last half hour left her with a churning stomach and it wasn’t Mike’s famous Mighty Burger that did it. She leaned back against the rough upholstery of the cab’s backseat and closed her eyes. The scent of dust and age, a musty blend of thousands of past passengers and the cab’s own history assaulted her. But she couldn’t keep the image of petite and strange Amy Boskell from harassing her thoughts.

Yes, strange is the right word. Surely all teenagers aren’t so intense. Why did she pick on me?

Jane opened her eyes and took note of the downtown Denver street full of people hurrying to wherever they had to be on their lunch hour.

They didn’t have a burger and fries with a psycho. Well, psycho is a bit harsh, admitted Jane as she mused over the unusual call she’d had from a client’s daughter. Maybe I am a little attracted to Greg Boskell and that’s why I accepted.

That was then and this is now. Greg Boskell has suddenly grown another head and looks like a monster to me. Thanks, Amy, for pushing me back from a big mistake.
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“Jane Freedman.”

Jane turned in the church aisle to see who had called her name. She was visiting in this church for the first time. How extraordinary that she would run across someone she knew when she knew so few people in Denver.

She smiled when she saw the tall man in the trim-fitting gray suit working his way through the aisle full of people. Greg Boskell’s rather ordinary-looking face became animated in conversation and changed him from plain to interesting. He had a good face to watch as he talked. His eyebrows were mobile, and during business meetings last winter she had been distracted upon several occasions just observing their antics. He had what Jane had decided was a Mickey Mouse smile. It didn’t sound flattering, but a certain quirk to it reminded her of the cartoon character’s ageless charm—thin lips with a mischievous grin lurking perpetually at the corners.

Thank goodness he didn’t have the squeaky voice to match. Instead, he had what she had once heard referred to as a bedroom voice when a movie critic described an actor’s throaty delivery. She chose a different description. It sounded deep and rough as if he’d just come in from yelling all afternoon to root his team on for a fantastic win.

Jane found him personable and she enjoyed working with him. Their mutual client had been a tad temperamental. Greg tactfully brought down some of the woman’s more outrageous expectations to reasonable levels. For that, Jane owed him a debt of gratitude.

It had been ten months since her business trip to Denver. Now her boss had moved her division to the area, and she was just settling in. It was good to see a familiar face.

At that moment the crowd parted and a not-so-friendly face scowled at her. Amy Boskell.

Oh, Jane groaned inwardly. I’d forgotten the formidable teen. Of course she isn’t happy to see her father eagerly greeting me.

Even from clear across the sanctuary Jane could feel Amy’s hostility.

Greg Boskell smiled down at Jane and took the hand she had automatically extended, claiming her attention at the same time. They shook and he pulled her off to the side a little, letting the congregation file out past them.

“What are you doing in Denver? Are you on another buying trip for Mark?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Mark’s moved the Western division to Denver, and that means me and three others. He said it made more sense than constantly sending his buyers halfway across the continent. He’s also opening a showroom. Actually, I cover West and Southwest, but not California. California rates its own department.”

“I didn’t realize Mark’s business was so complicated. I mean, it’s basically interior decorating, isn’t it?”

“Technically, when you spend all that time in school and gain a few years’ experience, you’re allowed to be a little smug and refer to it as interior design.” She smiled pleasantly, not offended that someone else questioned just what in the world she did for Mark Banner’s Designs in Antiquity. “It’s more like the ‘architecture of the interior.’ I also find banisters and bathtubs from houses built a century ago to be installed in mansions mimicking days gone by. My job’s a little more than picking the draperies and hanging pictures.”

Greg nodded and looked over his shoulder. “My family will be swooping down on me in a minute. We generally gather in the foyer. It helps to have one spot to assemble. Saves me chasing kids all over the building.”

“You have children,” Jane stated, making sure she didn’t imply a question. She knew he had children. Last winter she’d had lunch with one. “That didn’t come up at our meetings.”

“Yes.” Greg steered her toward the foyer. “Four. Do you have a family?”

“Lots. But no husband, no kids.”

“Over here by the potted plants. Jake calls it the forest.”

As they passed through the doors from the sanctuary to the outer foyer, the ceiling rose to include the space adjacent to  the second floor. Stain glass windows from floor to ceiling made up one wall, and clear glass doors made up another. Giant potted plants were clustered together in planters that doubled as benches. Some of the older members of the congregation sat around the small trees, waiting for their rides. Two boys played tag among the foliage.

“Jacob, Thomas, sit down.” Greg called out. Immediately, the boys dove for a seat and succeeded in knocking each other on the floor. Greg descended upon them in a flash and stood them shoulder to shoulder. “You forgot,” he said sternly. “There are older people here you could knock over. You may not play here while you’re waiting for the rest of the family. Sit on the benches.”

Greg turned to Jane and made the introductions. “These are my boys. Jake’s five and Thomas is six. Here comes my daughter Caroline. Caroline, this is Miss Freedman. Caroline’s eight and I have an older daughter, Amy. She’s probably still visiting with her friends. Amy’s my little adult.”

Jane winced at the memory of his “little adult,” but Greg didn’t notice her expression.

Caroline shyly took her father’s hand and, after a tiny nod acknowledging the introduction, she peered earnestly at Jane. The boys had given her the same cursory nod and then fell into a discussion of their own.

Jane smiled at the fair-haired girl.

“Hello, Caroline. Are you ready to go back to school? I understand from one of my clients that the school year begins this week.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” She had an enchanting smile. Freckles spattered across a little snub nose. Soft, brown curls fluffed out around her head like a halo. Jane assumed the short haircut circumvented the challenge of getting a comb through those curls.

“We go out to eat every Sunday,” said Greg. “It’s tradition. A family restaurant. You’re welcome to join us.”

Jane could see Amy approaching behind her father. If there was one thing Jane did not want, it was to get mixed up with a family in the throes of mental illness. The child now wore  a studied mask of innocence, but Jane had seen that face a moment earlier when the girl’s thoughts blazed across her features like neon lights. Daddy was out-of-bounds for Jane.

Jane smiled as she uttered polite regrets. She had boxes to unpack. Her dog was waiting to be let out. Some other time. She escaped before being introduced to the daughter she’d already met.

♣
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“Why don’t you give that account to Bunny, Mark?”

Jane sat across from his desk with her lap covered. A notebook, her day planner, and two swatches of fabric they had been discussing balanced on her crossed legs.

“I thought you had time. Aren’t you wrapping up with the Hendersons?” Mark looked briefly puzzled but went back to the sketch he held on a clipboard. He focused on it, penciled in a few lines, and missed Jane’s reaction.

She rolled her eyes, thinking she’d best come up with a good excuse. How was she to go about explaining that she preferred not to be assigned any project that included working with Greg Boskell? Should she just calmly explain she suspected his daughter was a psychopath?

When there was no answer, Mark pulled his attention away from his project and leveled a stare at his best troubleshooter.

“What’s up?”

Jane took a deep breath and plunged in. “I worked with Greg Boskell last year.”

“Are you telling me he’s a womanizer? Sexual harassment?”

“No, of course not,” Jane quickly interjected.

“Well, that’s good. I thought he was going to be one of our solid Christian connections in this city. I would’ve been disappointed.”

Mark liked to deal with Christians whenever possible and to be a “shining witness” when it was not. He chose dedicated Christians to be his core employees. In many ways, it made working together a lot easier. Even so, at times these cherished Christian employees still acted like sinful people. Then, Mark’s Christian-based negotiations between employees rubbing each other the wrong way did much to alleviate tense situations.

“Last year I got an invitation from his daughter Amy to meet for lunch,” said Jane. “She warned me off her dad as if I were chasing him. She said that her father was perfectly content and didn’t want a new wife.”

“So, you found Greg attractive.” A small grin tilted one corner of Mark’s lips.

“No,” exclaimed Jane. “It was all the daughter’s imagination. It was really weird, Mark, and I don’t want to be caught up in their problems. And Bunny, with her grandmother-type image, will be better handling the side issues in this case.”

Sixty-year-old Bunny was wise and wonderful, funny and caring. Jane could not think of anyone better suited to handle the Boskell account, but she’d willingly suggest everyone else in the office, one by one, in order to avoid doing it herself.

“Maybe God isn’t planning on another grandmother-type in the young lady’s life.” Mark raised his eyebrows in that aggravating way he had when he wanted his workers to be spiritual in their thinking. Jane hadn’t noticed how irritating it was before, but now she felt like grabbing hold of the fuzzy lines in a nice strong pinch and bringing them back down to where they belonged.

“Mark,” Jane continued in a carefully controlled voice, “I am totally unqualified as a teen counselor. Except for the unfortunate lunch with Amy Boskell, I haven’t spoken two words together to a thirteen year old since I was one myself.”

“Maybe God wants a Christian, not a counselor.”

“Maybe God wants His trusted servant Mark to quit trying to second-guess Him.”

Mark grinned. “Well, Jane, I’ll see what I can do in the future, but Greg asked for you and I already said you were available.” He turned back to his drawing. His fingers had been fidgeting with the unoccupied pencil.

Jane sighed, recognizing that to her boss the matter was settled. She bundled up the things in her lap to take back to her desk.

“How’s Suggums?” Mark asked just as she juggled the load and tried to turn the handle of his office door.

“Suggums?”

“Yes, your pregnant dog, remember? She was one of your concerns about moving.”

“She’s fine.” Jane smiled at the thought of her small companion. Suggums was a purebred Shih Tzu and every ounce a pampered dog. Jane had invested a lot of time in training her and now she was rewarded with an eager-to-please, undemanding, congenial, full-time confidante. “The trip didn’t seem to bother her. I have an appointment with a local vet this Friday.”

“Hmmm.” His mind had gone back to his drawing, but he had not completely forgotten her. “You can work from your home if you need to play nursemaid to the mom and pups.”

“Thanks, Mark.” Jane shook her head as she left the room, quietly pulling the door shut behind her and almost dropping her load once more. Mark was a great boss, a pain to work for, and other times very considerate. Totally oblivious to the predicament at the door where she couldn’t find the doorknob for fear of dropping her load, he hadn’t offered to help. Yet what boss would understand that she wanted to be home with her new babies when they came?

As for the Boskell account, she didn’t have much choice. She’d handle the situation as best she could, but she was not going to get involved with the family.
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“These sketches look great, Jane.” Greg handed her the portfolio across his office desk. She took it and opened her briefcase as he leaned back in his chair.

“So, do you like living in Colorado?” Greg asked.

Jane’s lips pressed into a firm line. She didn’t want to talk about her likes and dislikes. She just wanted to do her job and get out of his office. She took a steadying breath, concentrating on getting the folder into the right slot within her briefcase, stalling for time.

His tone was just friendly. Why did she always react as if he’d made a move on her? Why did she always feel it was necessary to throw up her walls of defense whenever they met? In the three weeks they’d been working on the Miller project, he had not once gone beyond the professional relationship. And she. . .well, to be honest, she had been coldly professional.

She shrugged, “I like the work. I haven’t been here long enough to form an opinion of the area.”

“I’m taking the kids up to Estes Park this weekend. Would you like to come along? It’s called the Gateway to the Rockies and there’s some fabulous scenery.”

Jane tried a smile, tried to respond naturally to his offer like she would to any other adult, tried to sound unaffectedly friendly, tried to be humorous without being overly familiar . . . . Tried too hard and ended up sounding stiff again. “Your kids are into scenery?”

“No, they like to hike a little and shop a lot in the curio stores. Especially Amy. Amy takes after her mother in her artistic abilities. I’d like you to meet her. I think the type of interior design you do would appeal to her. Amy’s truly a remarkable person.”

We’ve already met, Sir. The answer came pouring into Jane’s thoughts but she clamped down on the words before they reached her mouth.

“Well, thanks for the offer to join your family outing,” Jane said aloud, “but I have to stay home with my dog.”

“Stay home with your dog?” It did sound ridiculous echoed at her that way.

“Oh,” said Jane, realizing how flimsy the excuse sounded. She did not want to hurt his feelings. He was a nice man. “She should whelp in the next day or two.”

“Whelp?” He looked puzzled, then she saw the light dawn on his face. “Puppies.”

“Yes, this is the second time she’s been a mother, and I want to be there.”

“Well, maybe some other time.” Greg got up and stretched. “Mark told me you had left all your family to come work out here. I thought you might be lonely.”

He smiled at her in that crooked, disarming way that she found wonderfully charming.

That’s it, she said to herself. I find him too attractive.

“If there’s one thing I have, it’s enough family to share,” he continued. “My crazy family keeps me sane.”

A bombardment of conflicting thoughts caught Jane Freedman in a whirlwind. One surfaced above the others: This man’s approach to his family was diametrically opposed to her own. She ignored the path this might lead her down and zeroed in on Mark’s obvious interference. He’d told Greg she missed her family. What poppycock!

“I can’t imagine why Mark told you that. It’s misleading. I left my family with no regrets.”

Jane watched Greg struggle to keep his expression neutral. She inwardly squirmed as she recognized his reaction. He was appalled that she blatantly disliked her relatives.

What do I care? Jane chastised herself. I’m not supposed to care what he thinks.

The attraction she felt for him was annoying, uncomfortable. She certainly didn’t want him attracted to her. The heightened awareness of his warm and generous personality was downright unpleasant. Jane was tired of the tingly, silly romantic feelings that overwhelmed her each time she came in contact with this man.

She’d successfully walled off any outside entanglements until this guy showed up. It was embarrassing that he managed to crumble her defenses and more embarrassing that he didn’t seem to be aware of what he did to her. On second thought, if he did know, she would certainly die of embarrassment. It was all so juvenile.

She gathered up her things quickly.

She should just let him think she was an ogre, that her lack of affection for her family was a character fault. Maybe this volatile situation would defuse itself. She shoved her purse strap up on her shoulder and stood to leave, but her mouth opened on its own accord.

“They call it a dysfunctional family. I’m the only Christian, and I’m not welcome among them.”

Her lips thinned in a line of disapproval. Her tongue, that wicked beast with a mind of its own, had betrayed her. She’d said more than she intended.

I don’t owe him any explanations. He puts my peace of mind in jeopardy. I’d best get out of this room quickly, pronto, stat.

“I’m sorry.” He reached to help her with her jacket.

“No, no need to be sorry.” She cut him off. She grabbed her jacket. She wasn’t about to put all this stuff down, struggle into the jacket, pick it all back up, and try to leave gracefully. She was just going to leave. “That’s really ancient history. I moved out when I was fifteen and lived with an aunt.”

“She was a Christian?”

“No, she was not.” Better not go into Aunt’s theology mixed with mysticism. Her freethinking regarding amorous partners. Her interest in herbs, crystals, and horoscopes.

“But, it was a comfortable situation?” the man persisted.

“No, it was not,” she answered curtly.

“I’m sorry, Jane. I feel like I’m harassing you and I meant only to offer friendship.” He truly sounded sincere.

“I don’t need your friendship. I’m sure your life is busy enough raising four kids on your own.”

This time he interrupted her.

“Do you really believe that?”

She looked puzzled. “Believe I don’t need another friendship? That you’re busy? Yes, and yes.”

“No.” He shook his head. “Believe that because I’m busy with my physical family, God doesn’t allow me time to be friendly to someone in my spiritual family?”

She had no answer and just stared at him.

“You see, Jane, I was thinking that you are a member of my family.” She still looked blankly at him. He continued in that warm, soft voice that did odd things to her toes. “You know, as in ‘the church.’ ”

A man’s voice should not physically affect one’s toes. Jane tightened her jaw and her determination. She retreated to safe ground with all possible speed.

“I’ll have the final proposal to you on Monday.” The words came out in a breathy gush, and she inhaled deeply to deliver the last line with more poise. “Thank you for the invitation.” She turned to move swiftly to the door. “I won’t take up any more of your valuable time.”

He sat looking at the closed door.

“It would appear to me, my dear Miss Freedman,” he said to the empty room, “that you’re carrying around an awful lot of baggage that Jesus would gladly relieve you of. Why am I so incredibly scary to you?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





