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DEDICATION 

To those who work 

and care for the land 
 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

My father was a farmer as was his father before, and the first eighteen years of 

my life were in the country. That land is still in our family and honored as a 
Century Farm, meaning it has been worked under one family for more than 
one-hundred years. As a girl, I spent countless hours exploring the barns and 

acres of fields. Cattle, hogs, horses, dogs, and cats were playmates, family. 
 

I would never trade those moments. They are where memories of my father 
thrive and live on. And as he has been gone more years than I had him, I feel a 

connection not only to the land but also the hard-working people who care for 
it. Perhaps this is why I wrote about the loving landscape of my youth. Maybe 
my sentiment led to the creation of Quinn. 

 
It is simplicity, the need for nothing more than a comfortable home, warm 

meal, and loving family that call to me. This novel is about the past, the things 
that make us, change us, and stop us from living and moving forward. But it is 

so much more. There are lessons learned from what has been and hope to be 
found in what might be. And in the end, the ability to believe in yourself can 
change everything. 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 
THE GIRL felt dizzy as if she might faint.  

A thick scent of some chemical filled the air, and she cupped a hand in reflex 

to protect her nose. The odor was probably a medicine, she sniffed, or perhaps 

the remnants of a spray like the one used to disinfect their home. She continued 

to focus on the smell burning her nostrils and leveled her eyes steady upon the 

colorful painting, which hung along an otherwise sterile wall. It was an odd 

mixture of vibrant scribbles and scratches, and she wondered if a child much like 

herself might have created it. 

Of course, she was not really a child, she thought. She was almost thirteen. 

Soon to be a teenager. 

The man murmured something soft and low, but his calm voice failed to 

soothe her nerves. Her mother told the girl nothing of what to expect in this, her 

first complete physical examination. She had no close friends or relatives either, 

no one to prepare her.  

As the doctor’s hands inched along her lower body, she squirmed, pressing 

her prone back into the papery exam table. He spoke again in an attempt to 

reassure her. She did not like what he was doing but he was in a place of 

authority, trained to take care of people like her. She fought to remain still while 

wishing she might simply disappear. 

His touch made her uncomfortable, and she wondered how it was that so 

many other young girls and women were able to endure such an intrusion. Her 

mother’s only words had been to do as the doctor said and everything would be 

fine. And as he raised the cotton gown and pushed his fingers into her, she drew 

in a quiet breath and held it. 

Should it be taking so long? she worried. Her mother had promised it would 

be over quick. Fearing eye contact with the doctor, she concentrated her gaze on 

the snow-white ceiling. She realized the man was no longer speaking to her. 

Resting the palm of one hand gently upon her abdomen, he continued to 

examine her lower parts with his other. As his fingers pressed against her tender 

flesh, he began to move them at a slow and deliberate pace. 



Something was very wrong, she realized. 

Unable to contain her breathing, she shifted her hips in an attempt to escape 

his touch. Misinterpreting her arousal for consent, the doctor rose from where he 

had been sitting and pulled her gown aside. As he leaned in to kiss her skin, the 

girl screamed. 

 

 



Spring 
 

And the Spring arose on the garden fair, 

Like the Spirit of Love felt everywhere; 

And each flower and herb on Earth’s dark breast 

Rose from the dreams of its wintry rest. 

 

~Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Sensitive Plant 

 

 



 

 

 
Chapter One 

Brown Field Against a Blue Sky 
 

 
HER NAME IS GLADYS and she is the only one who cares about the canaries. 

Her tiny frame sports a sunny yellow sweater, lilac cotton pants, and 

pristine white tennies over pantyhose. Skipping to a propped open door that 

leads to the commercial-grade kitchen, she reminds the head cook to heat the 

eggs over a medium temperature so they do not get all “snotty” like the last 

time breakfast represented lunch at the Manor. 

Gladys moves on, floating around the main television room as if hosting a 

party with her debilitating guests. Marvin raises a distracted hand in greeting 

but remains perched in his wheelchair, staring straight ahead at a sitcom. She 

pats his hand and tells him how it ends. When he fails to respond, she takes a 

seat beside Millie on the afghan-draped loveseat. Gladys’ glee over the antics of 

the caged birds fluttering above their heads produces no reply, and her smile 

fades. After a few impatient seconds of watching the television show, she licks 

the tip of a red pencil and lowers her gaze to a jumbo book of crosswords in her 

hand. 

Gladys is the newest resident here, and I feel sorry for her. 

I do not have time to chat with anyone today so I tiptoe behind them and 

make my way toward the janitorial closet. It is twenty minutes past my usual 

start time, and I need to vacuum before the residents finish lunch and return 

to their rooms. 

I am a housekeeper at Kendall Manor, and it is one of the coveted jobs in 

our small town. Here in Rourke, North Dakota there really is not much of 

anything. With the largest city more than seventy-five miles away, the bulk of 

available work is farm-based. And while the majority of men toil upon the land, 

many women struggle to find decent employment. Though there are some 

teaching opportunities and small-business owners, most end up waiting tables, 

working retail, or tending bar and often drive miles to neighbor towns to do so. 

It may not be glamorous, but I feel quite fortunate to have a decent paying 

job close to home. 

Rourke also considers itself lucky to have gotten one of the medical 

facilities to locate here. The Manor draws people to our remote town when they 



visit family and keeps us in the corporate loop with nearby Parker and 

Danville, which got the clinic and hospital respectively. 

“Have you seen Quinn? She's usually here by now,” I overhear Gladys ask 

Sue, the receptionist. With my focus back on work, I rush to put on my 

hideous olive drab work apron. 

“I don't know, hon. I haven't seen her,” Sue patiently replies. 

Good. If Sue did not see me then I can probably finish up here fast and get 

home before Michael. 

Michael. Was he ever in a mood this morning. With his ginger-tipped hair 

and emerald eyes, he embodies the conventional physical traits of his Irish 

heritage. Except for the fiery temperament. The fight was uncharacteristic of 

our young marriage, but there had been no time to figure it out before coming 

to work. All I knew was that his behavior was nothing I had ever seen before. 

And the pain of his words, it remained close, raw enough as if I could touch 

it. 

Still shaken, I make a thorough pass around the building and quickly roll 

the vacuum back into the storage closet. Thankful it is this one chore today, I 

untie my apron and return it to the hook. 

“Quinn,” Gladys sings from the end of the hall. 

I force a smile and prepare to greet her. “Hi, Gladys. How are you today?” 

My voice is naturally polite—being rough with anyone, let alone these sweet 

people, is impossible for me. 

“Quinn! I'm so happy I caught you. Come back to my room, please. I have 

someone I want you to meet.” 

“Maybe another time, Gladys? I just finished up, and I have a lot of errands 

to run before heading home.” 

“Nonsense,” she scolds. “It will only take but a minute.” 

I am no match for her, especially today, so I dutifully walk down the hall to 

her room. A handmade wicker basket adorns the front door, welcoming guests 

with tissue-paper leaves, dried flowers, and an odd rabbit made out of gray felt. 

This must be what the residents did during craft time last week. A hasty glance 

along the wide corridor shows Gladys to be the only one who cares enough to 

put hers on public display. The odor of whatever is tucked inside the basket 

overpowers me, and I step inside to avoid it. 

The coveted corner apartment affords more space than others at the Manor, 

and in a short time, Gladys has erased any sense of its sterility and made it her 

own. She directs me to a cozy sitting area with two stylish chairs upholstered 

in an orangey-pink fabric. On the table in between rests a ceramic dish of 

wrapped chocolates and two steaming cups of what appears to be tea. 

A man rises from one of the chairs and although some of the regular 

visitors have become familiar faces to me, I do not recognize him. 



“Quinn! I want you to meet my grandson, Dr. Cole Bradford. He's a 

pediatrician at the hospital over in Danville.” Gladys proudly grasps his 

forearm with both wrinkled hands and lovingly looks up at him. 

“It's great to meet you, Quinn.” He fails to pull away from her strong grip 

and extends the other free arm to me. “Please call me Cole.” 

“It's nice to meet you, too, Cole.” As I shake his sturdy hand, I mentally 

fabricate my escape. “I'm sorry to be quick here, but I really must be going.” 

“Of course. Don't let us keep you,” he replies. 

“Cole is a doctor, and the sweetest grandson in the entire world,” Gladys 

gushes before sitting down to drink from a tiny floral cup. 

“You already told Quinn my profession, Gran,” Cole reminds. “And as for 

the grandson bit, I am your only grandson so it was an easy contest to win.” He 

flashes an affectionate grin and returns to the other chair. 

“Wouldn't matter if there were a hundred contestants, you would still win. 

Hands down,” she sternly replies. She pops a chocolate into her mouth, and I 

remember my plan to bake brownies for dessert. 

“It was nice to meet you,” I repeat as I make my way to the door, “but I have 

a couple errands to run. I'll see you again soon, Gladys.” 

“You know where to find me,” she chimes. “And please get some rest, dear. 

You look awfully tired today. Perhaps you should see a doctor.” 

I close the door to allow them some privacy. All the talk of doctors has left 

me with a sickening pull in my stomach. As I head toward the exit, I rub 

absently at my abdomen and wonder how Gladys could possibly know I have 

not been sleeping lately. 

 

******** 
 

In a place like Rourke, it would seem a person needs to be dropped out of the 

womb onto Main Street in order to be considered a “true” citizen. Most of the 

people were indeed born here, raised here, and chose to live out their lives 

here. The stability was what drew us to such sleepy isolation. And in truth, I 

am not at all bothered that my meager years of residency still constitute visitor 

status. 

In my heart, at least, it is home. 

This simple, folksy atmosphere also means whenever I am in a hurry, 

people want to talk. My intended quick stop at the store turns into an extended 

visit when two wives of men Michael works with catch me in the produce area 

to speculate about the upcoming planting season. Next, I am sidelined by a 

relative of a Manor resident who pulls me aside in the bakery department to tell 

me how much his father enjoys living there. And the woman who cuts my hair 

approaches me in the dairy aisle to pass on a business card with her new 

hours in case I care to make an appointment. 



After chatting with the elderly owner of the grocery store and patiently 

listening to an update on his eldest son's knee surgery, I finally have my bags 

loaded into the back of my extended-cab pickup by the high-school boy whose 

name I can never seem to remember. 

Without children of my own in school, I often recognize the kids around 

town but have a difficult time recalling who they are. Unlike Michael, who has 

lived here all of his life, I do not wish to engage in the local gossip for fear I 

might become it one day. Rather, I prefer to be polite and vaguely interested 

while keeping a safe distance. Just as I had been raised. 

Once at home, I immediately get to work in the kitchen. The rented 

farmhouse has a perpetual smell contained within its drafty old walls—the odd 

combination of fried onions, apples, and an intoxicating blend of spices I 

cannot name. These ghosts of meals past comfort me. 

I check the beef stew simmering on the stove and mix up some ready-made 

biscuit mix. Between household chores, work, and errands, I do not have 

enough time to prepare any from scratch. Michael is not a fan of such 

shortcuts, and I silently hope he does not notice. To compensate, I bake extra-

fudgy brownies. Catering to his sweet tooth with a gooey dessert smothered in 

ice cream and hot chocolate sauce should make it all better. 

I mentally check off each item for tonight’s meal and pause with 

satisfaction. Growing up with a chef and full kitchen staff at my disposal, it is a 

minor miracle I am able to cook or bake at all. With a long day behind me and 

more work still to come, I am not in the mood to reminisce and yet my 

thoughts drift to life before Michael. 

Life before Michael. Was there ever such a thing? 

Time before I met my husband has willingly been erased. This rented 

farmhouse with its second-hand furnishings has become my home, and 

Michael my life. And neither one—thankfully—bears any resemblance to my 

childhood in Wyoming. 

My family owns a cattle ranch. Well, my mother's family actually owns a 

cattle ranch. The sprawling generations-old farm possesses a personality all its 

own and as a result, great prestige and ridiculous expectations are entwined 

with my maiden name of Randolph. 

Rumor has it my mother first met my father when he was hired by the 

ranch as a land surveyor. According to the story he once told me, she would 

ride her horse around the property every day and one morning she approached 

him while he worked. Following a relentless barrage of questions about what he 

was doing and why he was doing it, he asked her a question of his own: 

whether she would go out on a date with him. Clearly appalled, she rode away 

in silence but every day after their encounter she miraculously found where he 

was stationed and rode within eyeshot. By the time his project finished weeks 



later, she had accepted his offer of a night on the town and despite family 

misgivings, they fell in love and married. 

I never fully understood what my sweet, mild father saw in my bold, 

domineering mother. They were an odd pairing to be sure. Yet whenever my 

parents were together, their constant affection served as undeniable proof of 

the love they shared. I have questioned many things about my upbringing but 

from the day I was born until the day my father died, I never doubted my 

parents had a good marriage. 

Of course, the irony is not lost on me that my personal rebellion would 

eventually lead me to leave behind a life of privilege and run off with my own 

hired farmhand. 

The crash of the flimsy screen door and thud of footsteps on the back porch 

pull me from my daydream, and I rush to set the table. Now that it is April, 

Michael's stint as a hired hand jumps from one full-time job to two. He will be 

more than exhausted and given the strange outburst this morning, his mood 

could be anyone's guess. 

The whitewashed door swings into the room and his strong frame seems to 

fill every space of the close kitchen. The scent of earthy spring air and fertilizer 

mingle with the cooling biscuits and brownies. “How are you, grá mo chroí?” he 

smiles. 

Love of my heart. He has used his pet name for me. Whatever caught him in 

a sour mood earlier in the day has long since gone. “I'm good. How are you?” I 

ask. 

“Great!” Michael gathers me into his arms and kisses me fully on the lips. 

He then dips me backward with a dramatic flourish, and I become lost in the 

sparkling green of his eyes. With silverware still clasped in my hand, I tap him 

on the shoulder and the clanking metal reminds him of his true hunger. 

“Mm. Something smells fantastic. Is it ready?” he glances toward the stove. 

“Almost,” I steady myself to finish setting the table. “About ten minutes if 

you want to shower.” 

He reaches into his jean pocket, removes a red handkerchief, and blows his 

nose loudly. Whistling some rock song from years before we were born, he 

saunters down the hall toward the lone bathroom and closes the door. 

After dinner, we leave the dirty dishes in the sink and make love on the 

living room floor. 

 

******** 
 

I awoke to a rosy dawn spreading across endless fields in search of the 

cloudless sky. Its stark simplicity makes me think of Michael. 

One night he came home after a particularly long workday. Weary and 

beaten, he had too much to drink and I found him sobbing quietly on the front 



porch. I had wrapped my arms around him, and he hugged me tight. After a 

time, I gathered the courage to ask what bothered him. 

He pulled away from me and stepped to the railing. I noticed it buckle a bit 

beneath his weight and made a note to mention it to the landlord. “I’m not good 

enough for you,” he said. 

I had expected many things but not this. Never this. And in my surprise, I 

muttered a useless and shallow response. “What?” 

He waved a hand in the direction of the house. “You deserve so much 

more.” 

I raced to hold him. “Don’t you ever think that, Michael Donovan. I love you 

and have never wanted more.” Michael had hung his head, tucking it into the 

delicate curve of my neck. “I love you,” I repeated firmly. 

He drew back to look at me. “God help me, but I love you so damn much, 

Quinn. And for some unknown reason you keep loving me back.” 

“It’s easy.” 

Michael had grunted. “For you maybe.” 

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“Sometimes I feel numb, like there is a part of me that is dead inside.” 

“Michael, no! How could you ever believe—?” 

“And you, Quinn. You are everything life is about,” he argued. 

Stunned, I stood there in silence, formulating words in my head that might 

possibly convince him of just how wrong he was. 

“Brown field against a blue sky,” he had said quietly. “That is what we are.” 

 

******** 
 

My drive into town reveals the cunning dance of a farming season well under 

way. Cool mid-April air and dry ground allow fine-tuned tractors to dot every 

available patch of earth as workers finish either soil preparation or plant wheat 

within the gritty landscape. 

Living here a few years has lent a far better understanding of the growing 

cycle. The durum wheat—a primary crop of this area—will appear in a month 

or so depending on the rainfall between now and then. In response to some 

farmer’s silent yet fervent prayer, the winter snowfall had been predicable 

leading the thaw to progress in a timely manner. 

The past weeks proved to be busy enough for Michael with his daily chores 

at the Albertson farm a half-mile down the road from our rental. Add in the 

birth of a dozen calves, miles of fence repair, and the start of his seasonal field 

job for the Brinkman farm, and he is more absent than home. 

It will not end soon. There will be subsequent planting and tending and 

harvesting all the way throughout summer and into fall. This is the best time 

for Michael to earn a decent wage to carry us through the year. We desperately 



need the money, but I miss having him around. Being alone never bothers me. 

Too much time by myself, however, offers somber reminders of the long and 

lonesome days I spent wandering the vast property my mother still calls home. 

The house where I was raised is not technically a house. Its massive roofs, 

towers, and porches resemble a mother looming over her children—those 

being, of course, the nondescript four-room buildings that line the acres of 

surrounding land and house the help. 

Randolph Ranch and its opulent homestead had once been an impressive 

showcase. My parents routinely entertained. Holiday dances and summer 

cookouts were the norms. They even hosted outdoor movie nights and local 

bands. 

But after my father died, the shining star once lit with people and parties 

and laughter sputtered and finally went out altogether. Now the place is just a 

well-respected relic. Much like my mother. 

Icy thoughts of the past always carry warm memories of my father. But as 

they so often do, joy and misery come as a pair. Life with my mother had been 

complicated at best, and I believe the fuzzy portions repressed within my sub-

conscious to be fabricated dreams rather than true memory. Now and then I 

awake in the night, sweaty and out of breath and completely unsure of what I 

imagined in my sleep yet with the undeniable belief it was real. The images are 

so often the same. The fear and betrayal feel too genuine. 

I can never seem to shake the feeling. The scars are beneath and hidden, 

yet red and angry. As such, it comes as no surprise I have not returned to the 

ranch since my marriage to Michael, and I possess little desire to go now. 

I broke free of my past. That place. Her. She will not acquire me like a piece 

of art. I refuse to be added to her collection. Or treated like property. 

As I approach the outer edge of town, a stray dog crosses my path. I slow 

down and wait. After lazily sniffing the faded divider line, the hound raises its 

head to study me. It begins to walk parallel in the other lane, indifferent to 

oncoming traffic because there is hardly any of it in Rourke. 

Minutes later, I pull my truck into the Manor parking lot. It is empty of any 

visitors, which immediately saddens me. My workload is at its fullest today 

with the additional duties of cleaning resident bathrooms. No doubt I will be in 

high demand by many to visit, even if only for a few desperate minutes. 

I pass by the area affectionately dubbed “The Sea.” Colorful fish drift in the 

gigantic tank as a handful of men and women participate in the morning sing-

along. A matronly yet kind woman from the local church cheerfully taps upon 

the corner piano while worn voices struggle to keep up. I pause and listen to 

the sweet sound. 

Gladys belts out the tune like a Broadway diva, and I hear her soprano 

above everyone else. Aware of a new audience, she glances up from the 



photocopied paper and winks when she spies me. I smile and make my way to 

the break-room to store my bagged lunch in the refrigerator. 

This job affords me the flexibility I so badly crave after years of an organized 

childhood. I hold control over the hours I work provided they respect the 

residents and their privacy. Two days per week, they are required to open their 

spaces at a specified time and allow me full access from top to bottom. Other 

than these reserved days, the chore of daily cleaning is at my discretion in 

terms of time. 

I try my best to create a sense of routine, however. The elderly often depend 

on the reliability of a schedule, and the residents here are no different. Many of 

them notice if I am not in their room at the allotted hour or if I arrive late, if 

only by a few short minutes. 

When all you have is time, it gets watched closely. 

I scurry to my first stop, the laundry room. After disinfecting the laminate 

folding surfaces and sweeping tiny lint pieces into one giant ball, I mop the 

floor, stopping once to chat with Michelle. She hoists a basket of towels onto a 

table and snaps bubblegum while complaining about the tablecloth stains from 

last night's chocolate pudding. I laugh at her comments because I know there 

are much worse things she cleans up in her job. 

After erecting a gigantic wet floor sign near the door, I head over to the 

break-room. It is empty and I move swiftly, cleaning cabinets, disinfecting 

counter-tops, and scouring the sink. I methodically remove the labeled sodas, 

water bottles, and lunch containers from the refrigerator. Wiping down the 

shelves and door is extremely calming. I am granted the opportunity to think of 

nothing and accomplish something all at once. As I replace the contents, a 

voice shatters my quiet reflection. 

“Have you done my room yet, Quinn?” 

Gladys wears a cardigan with flowery stitching on the chest and sleeves. 

White pompoms adorn the center of every colorful bloom, and her clip-on 

earrings jiggle upon sagging earlobes as she waits for a response. 

“No, Gladys. I haven't started the rooms yet.” She is still new enough to 

forget the schedule and too impatient to read the facility guidebook which 

clearly outlines such matters. 

“Good. I'll see you when you get there.” She prances out the doorway, and I 

catch a whiff of her department store perfume. Much like the inside of a floral 

shop, there are too many scents competing for attention. My stomach takes a 

quick but ferocious wobble. 

I finish mopping the floor just as two young interns from the hospital come 

in. I look up and smile. They ignore me. 

It is no surprise. Those who work the random shifts never give me the time 

of day. To them, I am a lowly housekeeper while they are ambitious 

professionals on their way to becoming registered nurses or doctors. Their 



disdain does not bother me, though. The permanent Manor employees treat me 

with kindness and respect. They are what matters. 

In my catty moments, I often wonder what these women would think if they 

knew I came from one of the wealthiest ranch families in Wyoming. Or what if I 

were to tell them I earned near-perfect scores at a top-ranked university? 

Socioeconomic assumptions are not new to me, but I truly loathe them. Much 

of my childhood had been filled with mixed signals of which I struggled to crack 

the mysterious class code. 

On the one hand, there was my mother. Considered a purebred by the 

peculiar standards of a wealthy elite, she was accustomed to believing her self-

worth ran equivalent to her financial worth. And although I never condoned 

such illogical thought, I now understand why she embraced the backward 

ideology. It was all she knew. How she had been raised. Her parents believed a 

person to be better if they owned or controlled more and as a result of her 

upbringing, she mirrored those values. 

On the other hand, however, there was my father. He was essentially a 

mutt by the criteria of the wealthy elite. He came from nothing and would 

remain nothing regardless of who he married or how much money he generated 

by his own talents. In part from personal experience but also from his overly 

kind heart, he treated field workers, house staff, and pretty much anyone who 

crossed his path with equality and sincere interest. 

My father was forever caught between two worlds—one which understood 

the strife of a low-paid laborer and one which managed the dealings of a 

profitable agricultural business. 

He regularly fought the stigma of old-money social circles who refused to 

fully accept him. And yet, in a great irony appreciated by my father—albeit in 

silence—the very people who shunned him were forced to offer respect due to 

his power as a co-owner of Randolph Ranch, or Double R as it was called by 

the locals. 

Any reminiscing is cut short by the hair stylist Maude peeking her head in 

to announce the salon is all clear. I thank her, grab my supplies and walk 

toward the door. The fiery gaze from the interns burns upon my back, and I 

know what they will whisper once I am out of earshot. 

The salon does not require much time since there is one stylist chair and 

Maude cleans the surfaces herself. The hardest part is retrieving the loose hair 

from beneath the cupboards housing perm solution, wrapping papers, and 

bottle upon bottle of concrete-hold hairspray. 

I get down on my knees to swipe the static duster under and into every 

crevice and corner. Baby-soft gray hairs are swept into a neat little pile and 

subsequently tossed into my wheeled trashcan. Once I wipe down the cupboard 

fronts and vinyl chairs with a disinfectant, I run a thorough mop along the 

small tiled floor. An overwhelming scent of lunch, which I guess to be tuna 



noodle casserole, consumes the building and signals I am right on schedule. I 

continue on to the public and employee restrooms, humming a melody while I 

efficiently scour the stalls, sinks, and floors. 

I return to the storage closet and restock my cart with rags and paper 

towels. As I exit through the back service door, I hold my breath and empty the 

trash into a brown dumpster. It reeks even more now that the weather is 

warming up, and I try not to imagine the stench of mid-summer when the 

temperatures reach the high eighties. Yet to exhale, I pause to better hear the 

melodic solo of a songbird in the distance before sprinting back inside. 

Running water and the scraping of dirty dishes drift down the hallway. 

Lunch service is finished which means it is time to clean resident bathrooms. 

Many of them will be waiting for me. 

They do not mind when I come into their vacant rooms to dust, vacuum, or 

empty trash, but the bathrooms are an entirely different story. For while the 

majority store cash and other valuables in the small room safe provided by the 

Manor, the very idea of someone messing with their costly medication becomes 

almost too much for them to handle. 

The first two rooms are easy because the occupants are already napping 

behind closed bedroom doors. Aides wake residents for routine meds, grooming 

assistance, or to escort at mealtime. I never do. Instead, I leave a pre-printed 

note in a precise spot on their sink-top to let them know I have been in their 

private space. 

The next two rooms are empty, and I move through them with equal ease. 

My humming resumes as I wheel the heaving cart to the end of the hall. One of 

the coveted corner kitchen apartments is occupied by a sweet couple, Edwin 

and Frances. She keeps the place spotless so cleaning it never takes long. I 

knock on the door, and Frances welcomes me with a hug. “How are you, 

honey?” 

“I'm good. You look beautiful today, Frances, and I love your sweater!” 

“Oh, thank you!” she blushes and traces pale hands along the fabric. “It's 

one of Eddie's favorites. Today is our anniversary,” she adds in a coy whisper. 

“How wonderful. Congratulations!” 

I move into the bathroom to work, and she leans against the door-jam with 

arms folded across her bosom. “Can you believe it's been sixty-five years? I am 

just so happy!” Her eyes shimmer as she turns to join Edwin on the floral 

loveseat. I peek my head around the door and witness him grab for her hand 

while he watches a game show on the small television. 

I race to finish the rest of the bathroom in an effort to give them privacy. 

“Have a wonderful day, Edwin and Frances! I hope you get some cake for 

dessert.” I lean into the cart and head for the door. 

“I already put in my order,” she chirps. “Have a good day yourself, dear.” 



The next four rooms go just as quickly. Two more residents are resting and 

the other two men are situated in the common area engaged in a heated card 

game. I sweep through another two rooms with equal efficiency, even after 

chatting with Marvin and Millie. Everyone appears to be engrossed in the 

popular quiz show on a local station. Whenever it airs most of the residents get 

distracted and care of nothing else. 

Once I arrive at Gladys' apartment, my spirits are quite high. She greets me 

with a warm hug. “How are you today, Quinn?” she asks, fluffing pillows on her 

sofa and smoothing the knitted afghan resting along its edge. 

“I'm good, Gladys. I'll try to make it quick today.” 

“No need to hurry on my part. I'm not going anywhere,” is her absent reply. 

She steps to an ornate bookcase and begins to rearrange the entire assortment 

of books, knickknacks, and greeting cards. I am able to disinfect the tub, 

medical bath seat, and shower door before she finds her way to me. 

“I am so excited! My Cole is coming for a visit again this week. I positively 

love it when I have guests, but he is my absolute favorite! Did you know he's a 

pediatrician over at the hospital? He adores kids and is so fabulous at his job!” 

Slapping her polyester-clad knee as if she made some grand joke, she returns 

to the other room, allowing me to work in peace. 

I finish the toilet and sink and run a quick mop over the already spotless 

white tile floor. 

“You must be absolutely exhausted after your day. Come sit for a minute, 

Quinn.” Gladys pats her frail, ring-clad fingers on a spare chair and sinks into 

hers. Her feet come to rest on an embroidered ottoman. 

“Thank you, Gladys.” I fall into the vacant chair, and she immediately offers 

the candy dish. I hold my hand up. “I don't want to spoil my lunch.” 

“You mean to say you haven't eaten lunch yet? My word! It's almost three in 

the afternoon. Go get something to eat and bring it back here,” she orders. I 

begin to protest, but she is relentless and I am exhausted. Nearly falling over 

from hunger, I haul my cart into the closet and remove my apron. I quickly 

grab my lunch from the break-room and return to Gladys. 

She sets her needlepoint down upon the coffee table and points to a tidy 

setting complete with place mat, utensils, and napkin. “You eat, dear. I'll talk.” 

I nibble on my homemade chicken salad sandwich, chips, and apple while 

Gladys prattles on about the trip the Manor organized to the local library last 

week. “Hideous. Just hideous. I mean honestly, it took half the day to load all 

of those old people up and the rest of the day to unload them back here. And 

for what? To look at one shelf of books. One measly shelf. I have more books 

here in this tiny room than that so-called library.” She picks up her project and 

lowers her glasses to gain a better view of the pattern. 

I cannot help but grin at the image of the residents huddled into the few 

dilapidated rooms deemed a downtown public library. Gladys lifts her head and 



stares at me over her trifocals. “How do you spend your time, Quinn? When 

you aren't working here? Are you married? Any children?” 

Her interrogation adds to my already exhausted state, and I attempt a 

simple answer. “I am married, but we don't have any children.” 

“Yet,” she corrects. 

“I just don’t know, Gladys,” I try to explain. “We would both like to have 

children, but now isn't a good time.” 

“There is never a good time to have children, Quinn. Or do much of 

anything for that matter. Just think about it. How many words haven’t been 

said because people waited too long? How many things haven’t been done 

because we feared the unknown? You are young and healthy. What's holding 

you back?” she presses. 

“He works a lot of hours. And I do, too. It seems to take all we can do right 

now just to make ends meet. I’m afraid there wouldn't be enough time or 

money for a baby.” I pack away the remnants of my lunch and prepare to make 

a hasty exit. 

“Those things always seem to get worked out in the end. Especially if there 

is a child wishing to be born.” She points a crooked finger at me. “All I’ll say is 

this: if you are saying no to something good, you better be damn sure it is so 

you can say yes to something better.” 

“Uh, okay. Thank you for the invitation to visit, Gladys, but I need to get 

home and start dinner.” 

“No problem, dear. Come back whenever you like. My door is always open.” 

Gladys escorts me to the door. And with her brisk pace and my aching 

body, I suddenly feel like I am the infirm one and she is the caregiver. 

 

******** 
 

The cold water I splash on my face later that night does nothing to soothe me. 

Michael sleeps deep, so much so he fails to hear me cry out in the dark. And 

when I finally break free from the terrifying dream, I wonder if this is the time I 

should tell him. 

They are happening too often to be ignored. The images repeat themselves. 

The scene is the same. The sensation too vivid. A man in a white coat. A sterile 

room. A younger version of myself. And deep in my gut I feel the threat as he 

whispers in my ear, “Never breathe a word to anyone. Do you hear me? Never.” 

 

 



 

 

 
Chapter Two 

Fearless Heart 
 

 
MAY IS HERE! The remnants of our cool spring linger, but the air carries a 

promise. Of warmer temperatures. Of new beginnings. Of life. I can feel it. And 

with it, I hold out hope there will be dry days to aid the continued planting of 

wheat. 

Only a few seasons in, and I am still new to this farming thing. Much of my 

youth on the ranch centered on the animals—namely the cattle, the horses, the 

stable. My mother would never have allowed me to become involved in the 

fieldwork so to hear Michael explain the growing process is fascinating. 

Science, nature, and hard work blending as one to create a beloved North 

Dakota product. The relationship between the wheat and the farmer is quite 

amazing, and I find it deeply romantic. 

Now that many of the fences are replaced and outbuildings repaired on 

each farm, Michael spends the majority of his time in the field. He will juggle 

hours back and forth for the next months, rising before the sun and not 

returning until after dark. 

As long as the soil remains dry, he will work. And as long as he is away, I 

will wish for him to be with me. 

Late spring is when Michael and I met, and the memory pulls me further 

into this bizarre melancholy state of mine. I will forever believe it was a pure 

stroke of fate bringing us to the same place at the same time. 

At the age of twenty and after two years of brutal academics at the 

university selected by my mother, I was due to determine a major. I wanted to 

pursue Psychology or Nursing or something to help others, but those options 

did not even make my mother's top forty list. 

In truth, I did not care at that point anyway. For while I loved learning and 

exploring a world beyond the confining fences of the ranch, I hated my school 

and everything it represented. 

The students were pretentious and ridiculous, and the fact many were 

admitted due to pedigree rather than ability royally pissed me off. 

Much like high school, I found it difficult to fit in. But while the troubles in 

my mid-to-late teens had been due to my unfair label as a “rich girl,” every girl 



in my college was now a rich girl. I finally became another face in the crowd 

rather than the one that stood out. 

Even with similar financial advantages or perceived privileges, however, I 

remained an outsider, forever on the fringe. I did not connect with anyone—

girls or boys. They celebrated their so-called financial status. Despite the fact 

they owned nothing and did nothing other than be born to a wealthy parent, 

many of them acted as if they ran the world and the people who populated it. 

I wanted absolutely nothing to do with them. And it was during this time I 

realized: I was the type of girl that no matter how many people surrounded me, 

I always felt alone. 

There was one person who helped me stay grounded in reality. My friend 

Meg shared my anti-wealth stance and rebelled against her parents in ways I 

dreamed of doing. If only I could have dared to dye my dirty blonde locks with a 

pitch-black rinse or scar my skin with tattoos! I would have loved to do 

something—anything—to feel like I was not a piece of chattel to my mother or 

the ranch. But I lacked the defiance to mar my appearance or upset my father. 

He alone was the reason I remained obedient. Hurting my mother would in 

turn hurt him, and I just could not do such a thing. 

Meg truly understood my hatred for things money-related. And during 

those years, we became inseparable. We did everything together—ate, studied, 

lived, and partied. I was not much of a drinker, but I loved going to the local 

hangouts and dancing. It was in one of these run-down bars that I met 

Michael. 

A typical night on the town with no idea of how much my life would change. 

I did not even see him come in because I was dancing in the other room. 

But once we wove our way through the small group gathered against the 

battered bar, I could not help but notice him. I usually recognized most of the 

regulars. And Michael was obviously not a regular. 

While everyone else laughed and let loose, his face was pinched as if in pain 

and his body constantly shifted in discomfort. More than once, his eyes 

searched the crowd and he gripped his beer bottle so firmly his knuckles 

appeared ready to burst from the thin layer of white skin. 

Yet even without his body language, Michael would have stood out. His 

sun-kissed ruddy skin and unkempt locks held a rugged appeal against the 

backdrop of overly groomed men. It took the briefest of glances for me to see 

how the dark crimson tint of his hair complimented the cavernous green of his 

eyes. 

He had sat with a small group, his expression slowly turning from one of 

discontent to calm. His tightly drawn lips moved into a timid smile, and I 

became a bit envious as a peaceful ease began to radiate from his once-tense 

body. 



“That boy has a dangerous smile,” Meg had slurred into my ear, and I 

dumbly nodded in agreement. 

Initially, I had only wanted to be his friend. 

In a manner unlike anything I had ever done before, I walked over and 

boldly introduced myself. It took a mere moment for Michael to capture my 

interest and tug fiercely at my heart. And as the night wore on, more of 

ourselves was revealed and we became exposed. It was not an intentional move 

on either part but rather a pressing need to find out more. 

Michael was different. 

He was lovely and dark and deep. And I became devastated by his honesty. 

The openness. It drew me in as if I had been consumed by a black hole. No top. 

No bottom. I could not touch the sides. I allowed myself to drop. And as I 

continued to fall, my heart went along with me. 

When any conversation drifted to our childhood and where we grew up, I 

did not mention the ranch opting to call it a farm instead. I also conveniently 

neglected to divulge my social status as I had technically separated myself from 

it somewhere around the age of thirteen. 

That decision to alter my past changed everything about my future. 

“I love the land,” he had proclaimed with an unexpected excitement. “I plan 

to run my own farm very soon.” 

I encouraged him with sincerity and a tinge of jealousy. This young man 

was confident in who he was and where he wanted to go in life. And at the 

young age of twenty, I desperately wanted to care about something that was 

mine and mine alone. My mother continued to grip me in her clutches and 

direct the path she thought I should pursue, never really allowing me to make 

the decision. 

After that first night, Michael and I spent the next two days walking around 

town or lingering over coffee. I could not believe the simplicity of this man. In 

many ways, he reminded me of my father with his gentle mannerisms and 

uncomplicated ease. 

But at the same time, I found Michael to be powerfully unique and 

overwhelmingly sexy. I was definitely attracted to him and though neither of us 

was aware, we had begun the process of falling in love. He had left for his home 

in North Dakota and with a fearless heart, I agreed to date him. The miles did 

not matter to me, but the timing did. 

I knew I would marry this man, and I did not want to wait. 

 

******** 
 

I pull into the Manor parking lot, and the sight of an ambulance near the back 

door causes my heart to race. 



A restricted access for deliveries and employees, the entrance is also used 

for transporting patients in need of care to and from the building. The hidden 

hallway provides privacy and prevents panic or worry from the other residents. 

Of course like any close-knit group cloistered under one roof for an extended 

period of time, rumor and gossip sweep through like wildfire and any attempt 

to dismiss them is overrun by curiosity and concern for one of their own. 

To keep the path clear, I walk through the front door and briskly pass a 

couple of people seated in the common area. I nod at Sue, and she solemnly 

does the same. Depending on what happened, I may not be able to complete 

my round of cleaning today. 

In the kitchen, Maude, Michelle, and Heidi, a prep cook, huddle against one 

of the stainless steel freezers, out of view from the dining area or anyone who 

may be passing through. “Hey, Quinn. It's Marvin this time,” Maude whispers 

and waves me into their circle. 

“What happened?” I ask. 

“Severe strain of pneumonia,” Michelle answers softly. “He looked bad when 

they found him this morning so they are transporting him over to Danville.” 

“Marvin will be okay,” I insist through captured tears. 

“Yep,” Maude agrees. “He's a tough ole' guy. But just in case, let’s all say a 

Kendall Prayer for him.” 

A Kendall Prayer is what the staff says whenever one of their own falls ill. It 

resembles the classic sport rally in which each participant gathers in a circle 

but rather than yell “go team” our group collectively whispers, “Please give 

them strength and have them know they are loved.” 

We silently mouth the prayer and release our hands right before an intern 

enters the kitchen. Ignoring her, we give weak smiles and go our separate 

ways. 

Determined to make swift of my chores, I head for the cleaning closet. 

Michael invited a couple of his bachelor pals over for some sporting event on 

television and that meant I had three hungry men to feed for dinner instead of 

my usual one. 

“Good day, Quinn.” 

“Hello, Gladys. How are you?” I don my apron and gather my supplies. 

Despite the happenings from this morning, I guiltily hope the encounter will be 

a brief one. 

“I'm as good as a gal my age can be, I guess. Honey, my Cole is visiting 

again, and I would love it if you could stop in to say hello.” Her flower-covered 

blouse is partially covered with a white cardigan sweater. On the right side 

rests a brooch the size of North Dakota itself but in the shape of a daisy. Her 

gold hoop earrings compete with the rest of her attire, which includes bright 

pink pants and surprisingly fashionable orthopedic sandals. 



“I don't think I can do that, Gladys. I'm in a hurry today.” I wheel my cart 

down the hall and she follows me. 

“No worries, dear. Just stop in for a minute when you come by my room. He 

will be there anyway.” She gives a wink and spins in the direction of her 

apartment. 

I scurry through my work in the hope I can find an update on Marvin, visit 

Gladys, and get home to make dinner. After locking the storage closet, I head to 

the reception area and catch Sue just as she switches phone lines over to the 

evening crew and packs up her station for the day. 

“Any news?” I quietly ask. 

“He seems to be better, but he's confused and his breathing is very labored. 

He'll probably be there a few days, maybe even a week depending on how 

things go from here.” 

“Thanks, Sue. Have a good night.” 

“You too,” she puts her bag over a shoulder and turns out the lights above 

her tidy desk. 

As I turn on my heel in the direction of Gladys’ room, I collide with a man 

appearing to be in his mid-fifties. Dressed in a tailored suit, I assume he is a 

doctor. 

“I am terribly sorry,” the man says as he places a firm hand on my elbow to 

steady me. 

I look into his eyes and feel pressure rise in my chest. Pulling sweaty palms 

along my pants, I attempt a smile but it slides from my face almost 

immediately. “It’s okay,” I stammer. “I’m fine.” 

He begins to speak again, but I round the corner and rush down the hall 

before he can utter a word. Unsure of what I just witnessed, I hurry to Gladys' 

room and although I can hear a conversation, I rap lightly on the door. 

“Quinn! Is that you?” she sings. “Please come in!” 

Her room is saturated with soft light from three coordinated lamps 

decorated in ornate glasswork. I cannot tell if they are collectible or antique or 

just really great knock-offs, but they are positively beautiful when lit. 

I have no idea as to the financial state of the residents and do not desire to 

learn the facts. Money is an odd thing, and I gave up trying to understand it a 

long time ago. In my experience, true wealth is often difficult to detect. For 

while some try to hide an empty bank account with flashy material things, 

others who appear to live like paupers turn out to be wealthy misers. 

Yet for me, it was challenging to grow up in a town where everyone knew 

your name and whispered false assumptions about your family. I sensed their 

bitter stares against my back and though I wished to hide from them, their 

intensity and heat blistered my skin, burned my core. They left marks that 

refused to fade. And the words—the words were even more painful because 

they were wrong, so wrong about my family, my life, and me. 



The urge to shout from atop the highest building often overcame me. It was 

unfair to treat a young girl that way! Their hearts were blackened by anger and 

their eyes were cold with envy. I felt sorry for them. They were cowards, hiding 

behind hurtful words and cruel looks. 

Of course, I never said anything. To anyone. But I did make a decision to 

rise above and be happy with the simplest of things rather than die one day 

wanting, sad, and bitter. 

“Quinn, it's wonderful to see you again.” Cole’s chocolaty voice pulls me 

into the present. “I think you should know Gran talks about you every time I 

visit.” He gestures for me to sit in the chair he just vacated. 

Still hoping to make this stop a short one, I smile and sit on the edge of the 

seat. “What a coincidence, Cole. She talks about you every time I visit.” 

“That is because you are both important to me,” Gladys retorts. “Now sit 

back and relax, Quinn. You look tired again. And you are pale as if you’ve seen 

a ghost! I’ll make you a cup of tea.” 

“You don’t need to do anything special, Gladys.” 

“No trouble at all, dear. I only do things for people who matter.” 

I put up my hand in protest. “But I—” 

“You matter,” the old woman says firmly. She pierces me with eyes of steel 

and continues into the kitchenette. 

“Thank you, but I can't stay. I need to get home and start dinner,” I explain. 

“What are you making tonight?” Gladys asks with great interest. 

“Michael is having a few friends over so I'm making fried chicken, mashed 

potatoes, veggies, and cobbler for dessert.” And even as I say it, I realize I must 

leave now if I have any hope of finishing in time for dinner. 

“Ah, that sounds lovely, especially for hungry men! I miss cooking and 

baking,” Gladys sighs. “But I sure don't miss laundry or ironing!” She slaps her 

bony knee and laughs. 

“It sounds like you are quite the chef, Quinn,” Cole interjects. He holds a 

stack of what appears to be mail in his hand, and I notice him scrutinizing 

each piece before placing them in separate piles. 

Gladys grins at me and in the silence that ensues, Cole raises his head and 

catches my eye. Although my heartbeat returned to normal after my run-in 

with the man in the lobby, a sweaty sheen continues to coat my skin. My brow 

wrinkles in thought as I struggle to decode his familiarity and the deeper I dig, 

the more light-headed I become. I suddenly feel very self-conscious. 

“I have my moments,” I answer, “but I must be going if this meal is to be 

one of them. I'm sorry to rush out, but...” 

“Of course! Of course!” Gladys says. “I don't want to ruin your dinner.” 

“Nice seeing you again, Cole,” I call as Gladys ushers me out. 

“And you,” I hear him softly call back. 

“Goodnight, Gladys.” 



“Goodnight, dear. I hope you have a lovely evening,” she smiles sweetly and 

closes the door. 

 

******** 
 

Wouldn't you know the one night dinner is late happens to be the very same 

night the men get to the house early. Usually, they would be out in the fields 

until every bit of daylight disappeared, but thanks to a heavy rain, it became 

impossible to continue planting for the day. 

In between huge bites of food and with stuffed mouths, the guys exchange 

stories of progress on their respective farms and tips for getting ahead in the 

business. Jim, Caleb, and Michael attended school together from the time they 

were young, and their bond of friendship is vast. And though his friends 

remain unmarried, they both share Michael's dream of buying and working 

their own land. 

“I swear, Jim, you have to spend some time over at the Albertson's place.” 

Michael draws the brown beer bottle to his lips and washes down his mouthful 

of potatoes before continuing. “They have this new sprayer, and it’s amazing! It 

has such high clearance it never touches the crop. And the chassis is so tough 

it makes it over the back acres where it's bumpier than a roller-coaster ride!” 

“I wish I could see it,” Jim laments. “But Smith is still peeved about the last 

little dispute he had over there. I step one toe on Jon Albertson’s property, and 

Smith is bound to hear about it thanks to the gossip in town. I can’t risk 

making him mad.” 

I notice the men are already on their second round of beer, and I worry the 

shortened workday will turn into a long night. Caleb silently nibbles on a 

golden chicken thigh. Grease covers his apparently filthy hands, but I know 

they are not really dirty. It only took a few years of hard manual labor and 

equipment repair to tinge a farmer's hands the telltale permanent shade of 

brown. 

The unsettled feeling from earlier in the day lingers in my stomach, 

crushing any appetite. I excuse myself from the table and begin washing the 

pots and pans I left scattered upon the stovetop. 

The men will continue to compare notes on seed products, fertilizer, and 

various pieces of machinery for hours. With those topics, I will not have much 

to add to the conversation. It is okay with me, though. I prefer to straighten up 

the kitchen and fall right into bed. I have not slept well these past weeks, often 

waking after midnight and never returning to a deep rest. Retiring early sounds 

like a good idea. 

As the trio clear their plates and fail to refill for a third time, I replace them 

with a heaping bowl of cobbler. The dessert is homemade but the whipped 

topping is not. I simply ran out of time. With excessive praise, they gobble 



down the contents, thank me for dinner, and make their way to the living room 

with a six-pack of beer. I clear the table and wash the rest of the dishes in 

relative peace except for an occasional cheer from the other room. 

I poke my head in to say goodnight, and Jim and Caleb give me quick hugs 

along with another round of thank yous. Michael pulls me into a rough 

embrace, planting a sweet but sloppy kiss upon my lips, and I secretly hope he 

is finished drinking for the night. He never has more than two or three beers 

and if he overindulges now, it will equal an even harder time on the farm 

tomorrow. 

“Be good,” I remind with a playful nudge of my fingertip into his solid chest. 

“Always,” he promises with a sultry smile and tired eyes. His skin is already 

blushed by the cool yet sunny days spent on the windy back acres of the land. 

Relieved to know he is on the last beer, I head toward our bedroom. 

I am startled awake by the sound of metal clanging against the hardwood 

floor. 

“Dammit!” Unsteady, Michael shuffles through the unlit bedroom. 

“You can turn on the light,” I offer. “I'm awake.” 

“Sorry,” he mutters, flipping the switch for the lamp, which rests upon the 

end table. An image of Gladys' elegant set flashes into my clouded mind. It 

disappears once my eyes adjust upon our discounted style covered in peeling 

gold paint, its stained shade crudely highlighted against an otherwise flattering 

glow. 

I am now fully awake. “How was the rest of your night?” 

He takes a minute before answering, instead picking up his belt from the 

floor. “Fine.” 

His reservation concerns me. Usually after a few beers, Michael becomes 

content and sociable, chatty even. “Everything alright?” 

“Yeah. I'm okay. Are you okay?” he snidely asks. 

“I'm good,” I stammer in surprise. 

“What kept you so late today that you couldn't get dinner on the table on 

time? You knew the boys were coming over,” he pushes. 

“I already told you, Michael. I got tied up at work. With the commotion of 

Marvin and stopping to see Gladys, I was behind schedule.” 

“Schedule-schmedule. Do you want to talk about schedules? I’m busting 

my ass to work two farms in the busiest part of wheat season. I'm lucky if I get 

five hours of sleep each night so I can haul my butt to one place before sun-up, 

get chores done, then head over to the other and plant, then head back to the 

first place and plant some more, and then do another round of chores in knee-

high piles of shit just so I can come home to a rare night of relaxing. And the 

one night I do that, I find there is no dinner on the damn table! You want to 

talk schedules?” he spits. 



“I already said I was sorry,” I reply. “And I apologized to the guys. They 

didn't seem to mind at all.” What was with him? He never talked to me—or 

anyone—like this. Never. 

“Maybe you need to stop socializing over there with those old people and 

start worrying about me and your home a little more!” His fist pounds the 

bedside table so violently, I fear the cheap, scarred wood will topple beneath his 

strength. 

“I'm sorry,” I repeat in a whisper. “It won't happen again.” I gingerly cradle 

my head upon the pillow and pray he will stop. 

“It better not.” His voice now weary, I believe the storm has passed until he 

punches the table again. With my teary gaze directed upon the opposite wall, 

the force is unexpected and I involuntarily wince. 

There is finally silence as he readies himself for sleep and climbs in beside 

me. The weight of his body pulls me into him, and I wrap fingers against the far 

edge, fighting to remain on my side of the bed. Pushing the fear down, I stare, 

unseeing, at the shadows on the wall. And so I will remain into the night, 

watching as the moon rests peacefully against a black-velvet sky. 

 


